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Dissertation Abstract
Supporting Teachers as Transformative Intellectuals:
Participatory Action Research in Human Rights Education
Human rights education (HRE) holds the potential for educators to begin an
honest dialogue with students and to connect local issues with international struggles for
human rights. However, HRE and other teaching approaches that build understanding of
systems of power and oppression that lead to human rights violations are not widely
embraced in U.S. schools. In this participatory action research (PAR) study, a group of
five educators in the San Francisco Bay Area examined the development and
implementation of HRE and social justice education.
Broad research questions guided the group process, asking how educators
engaged with youth about human rights and social justice and how these issues
connected to students’ lives. The team developed as a community of transformative
intellectuals, creating an educational space devoted to critique and social change.
Simultaneously each teacher selected an individual research project connected to her
own teaching setting. These projects ranged from a classroom human rights blog to a
school-wide anti-bullying movement.
Research data consisted of transcriptions of monthly team meetings,
communications among the research team, researcher reflections, and classroom
observations. Emergent themes included the power of PAR as a tool for professional and
personal transformation and shared understandings about effective methods of teaching
for social change, such as HRE and other approaches. Results highlighted examples of
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democratic classroom spaces where students discussed and investigated issues that
mattered in their own lives, even when the conversations were challenging.
This PAR study emphasized the need for teacher inquiry to support changes in
practice and transformation of the education system. Teacher researchers confirmed that
a supportive team encouraged them to go beyond what they were capable of doing
alone. Second, this research established that HRE must be relevant and meaningful to
students’ lives in order to position youth to become agents of change in their schools,
communities, and the world. Finally, the study contributed to conversations on the
power of critical, transformative HRE to link local issues with transnational struggles for
human rights.
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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION
Research Problem
In March 2012, a class of middle school students at Rosewood School
(pseudonym) in San Francisco started the day as they often did – with a discussion of
current events. The classroom teacher, Kate (pseudonyms used for teachers and students),
brought up the issue that gripped the country – the case of Trayvon Martin, an unarmed
African-American teen in Florida killed by neighborhood watch coordinator, George
Zimmerman (Blow, 2012). The students discussed the specifics of the case, the role of
race, and their feelings about what had taken place. They talked about hooded
sweatshirts, which had become a symbol of the injustice of the case. Terrence, a student
who rarely spoke up during these discussions, uttered three words, “I wear hoodies.”
Terrence was from San Francisco’s Bayview Hunter’s Point neighborhood and a
product of a broken system. A 12-year-old African-American boy, he had been in and out
of foster care and reported to teachers that he was kicked out of six schools before he
entered Rosewood School in second grade. In January 2012, Terrence joined Kate’s class
at Rosewood. His reading was significantly below a sixth grade level and he refused to
produce any writing. Terrence’s behavior was more severe than the students already in
the class. He attempted violence with students and teachers, and his resistance to
academic work negatively impacted the classroom atmosphere. Kate described Terrence’s
frequent refrain, “I don’t need school,” as a defense mechanism to cover up a lack of
academic confidence (Personal communication, October 27, 2012).
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Kate was in her fifth year teaching at Rosewood, a non-public school serving
students with behavioral challenges and emotional disturbance. Using current events
within a curriculum based on human rights and social justice engaged Kate’s students in a
way that traditional methods did not. In February 2012, as part of this participatory action
research (PAR) study, Kate created a class blog where students could reflect on issues of
social justice and human rights. Until the day they talked about Trayvon Martin, Terrence
had been disengaged from classroom discussions and had not participated in the class
blog. However, Trayvon Martin captured his attention. He signed up for the blog and
used the classroom computer to search for more information.
Terrence immersed himself in articles and media related to the case of Trayvon
Martin. He created multiple postings on the class blog, including links to articles and
music videos inspired by the case. One video entitled Trayvon Martin PSA portrayed 30
African-American males in hooded sweatshirts speaking out about perceptions of them in
media and society. Another music video, Hoodiez, by rapper Willie D., was written as a
tribute to Trayvon Martin. Terrence also posted a link to a National Public Radio piece
recorded when George Zimmerman was arrested and charged in Trayvon’s death. Though
Terrence’s posts on the class blog consisted mainly of links to videos and articles, and an
occasional one-sentence reflection, he was engaged and participating in class in a way
Kate had not seen before.
From his interest in Trayvon Martin, Terrence investigated further issues of racial
violence and injustice. He became interested in other victims of racial violence including
Oscar Grant, an African American killed in 2009 by a Bay Area Rapid Transit police
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officer in Oakland, California, and Remarley Graham, an unarmed African American
teen killed by police in 2012 in the Bronx, New York. As Kate saw the positive effect
blogging had on Terrence, she began to use it to help Terrence redirect his anger. When
she could see negative behaviors beginning to escalate, she would send him to the
computer.
Terrence’s research expanded to include investigation into the Black Panther
Party. He read and posted longer articles and with each post, added a little more of his
own writing. Within weeks, Terrence was positively contributing to the class, was willing
to participate in lessons Kate presented in language arts and social studies, and showed
increased self confidence (Kate, Reflection, September 5, 2012). Beginning with his
personal connection to Trayvon Martin, Terrence became engaged in issues that mattered
to him – issues of social justice and human rights that impacted his community, the
country, and the world.
Human rights violations, such as the denial of Trayvon Martin’s right to life and
the racial bias within the U.S. justice system, provide rich content for classroom
discussion and investigation, especially when connected to students’ lived realities.
Unfortunately, most teachers shy away from addressing these challenging topics in the
classroom. Much worse, for many students, school is a place where they are subjected to
surveillance, denied the right to speak their minds, forced to endure drawn-out
standardized testing, and taught political indifference through ‘objective’ presentations of
knowledge (Ayers & Ayers, 2011). The dominant culture of education disregards the role
of power and justice in the curriculum and in educational policy (Kincheloe, 2008).
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For students like Terrence, traditional forms of education leave no space for
understanding power and oppression and how these forces impact their lives. “Every
minute of every hour that teachers teach, they are faced with complex decisions
concerning justice, democracy and competing ethical claims” (Kincheloe, 2008, p. 1).
How can educators face these decisions from a critical and informed perspective? How
can teachers create classroom environments where students are encouraged to look more
deeply at human rights issues such as racial violence, war, poverty, disparities in
education, and environmental destruction?
The field of human rights education (HRE) holds the potential to begin a dialogue
with students (Tibbitts, 2002). Human rights educators Belisle and Sullivan (2007) wrote
that teaching human rights creates a culture that “includes respect for self and others in
every action carried out, a culture of non-violence, a culture of service, [and the
possibility of] living a life in peace” (Introduction section). At a time when few teachers
in the U.S., and fewer students, are well versed in concepts of human rights (Hart, 1997),
“the primary and secondary public schools of the United States need transformative,
systematic HRE” (Stone, 2002, p. 538).
Bridging local issues that impact the lives of students with global struggles is
necessary. While disciplines such as social justice and transformative education attempt
to support students as they explore problems and begin to effect change, I believe HRE is
unique in its local to transnational approach. Using case studies and international human
rights documents as resources, HRE students can look critically at relevant issues, relate
to underlying causes, and take action. By examining the global nature of localized
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problems, HRE has the potential to build solidarity and respond to issues
transnationally.
As early as 1948, by signing the Universal Declaration of Human Rights
(UDHR), the U.S. made a commitment to the teaching of human rights in its public
schools. Article 26 (2) of the UDHR states that education “shall be directed
to...strengthening of respect for human rights and fundamental freedoms. It shall promote
understanding, tolerance and friendship among all nations, racial or religious groups, and
shall further the activities of the United Nations for the maintenance of peace” (United
Nations, 1948). Over the years, additional agendas such as the 1974 UNESCO
Recommendation on International Education and the 1995 United Nations Decade for
Human Rights Education promoted the growth and expansion of HRE. In March 2011 the
United Nations (UN) took a definitive step by adopting the Declaration on Human Rights
Education and Training and solidified HRE as an essential component of education
programs in member nations (United Nations, 2011).
Democratic societies and signatories of the UDHR have a responsibility to
provide an education that reflects “a respect for others, an ability to collaborate, regard
for fairness and justice, concern for the commonwealth, as well as voluntary, active
participation in society” (Cohen, 2006, p. 203). The field of HRE has expanded
significantly in the years since the UDHR. However, without national or state programs
to include HRE in every classroom, this responsibility stipulated in Article 26 (2) is not
being upheld in the U.S. While countries from Croatia (Council of Europe, n.d.) to
Australia (Australian Human Rights Commission, n.d.) adopt national HRE curricula, the

6
U.S. lags behind. Stone (2002) wrote:
As yet neither the federal government nor any of the state governments have
articulated comprehensive public policies on HRE. Rather, virtually all of the
work that has been done in the HRE field in the United States has been done by
individual teachers and parents and by nongovernmental organizations working
without government mandates. (pp. 537-538)
Throughout the country and the State of California, individual teachers and nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) are developing HRE curricula and implementing
human rights based teaching in the classroom. California's content standards for
education explicitly include human rights at the 11th and 12th grade levels and
opportunities to integrate human rights into subject areas exist across a variety of content
areas. However, classrooms exposed to human rights based curricula are few and far
between in U.S. public schools (Stone, 2002).
What hinders the implementation of HRE in U.S. classrooms? One possible
explanation is the current climate of public education. High stakes testing and standards
driven curricula create an isolating and demoralizing experience for teachers and
students. Teacher creativity is hampered, and student expression is limited. Many
teachers simply do not have the time or energy to develop and implement something new
that is not mandated by their school or district (Charles, 2008).
Teaching from an HRE framework also presents philosophical challenges for
schools and teachers. When fully implemented, HRE requires a commitment to
democratic and critical classroom practices, which may compete with traditional
structures of school and classroom organization and practice. HRE can also be seen as a
political act, and teachers may shy away from the political controversy surrounding
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human rights issues. A transformative approach to HRE demands that human rights
educators confront personal, social, political, and cultural issues (Magendzo, 2005).
Purpose of the Study
In this study teachers explored HRE approaches in classrooms around the San
Francisco Bay Area. The purpose was to expand human rights education research to
include teachers in the research process and to establish a supportive research community
of Bay Area teachers of HRE. The research team explored and reflected on their
motivations and the benefits and challenges of HRE in their classrooms and schools.
Using a participatory research approach (PAR), teachers became co-researchers in
examining the development and implementation of human rights and social justice (SJ)
curricula and programs. The research team considered the possibilities for large-scale
implementation of HRE in the U.S. and each teacher engaged in personal investigation
and action. Individually and as a research team, we built knowledge to inform the field of
HRE. As a community of transformative intellectuals, we engaged in scholarship that
combined critique of social structures with an emancipatory vision (Aronowitz & Giroux,
1985).
Human rights education is a powerful and transformative teaching tool (Mock,
2009; Stone, 2002). The Organization for Cooperation and Security in Europe (2009) has
recognized benefits of HRE: “a comprehensive education in human rights not only
provides knowledge about human rights and the mechanisms that protect them, but also
imparts the skills needed to promote, defend and apply human rights in daily life” (p. 9).
By engaging teachers dedicated to the integration and practical application of HRE to
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students’ lives, this study placed teachers at the forefront of relevant research and
expanded understandings of HRE in Bay Area classrooms. Taking action to share our
research, the PAR team aimed to expose more students and teachers to HRE and to
educational experiences that “empower human beings to. . . freedom and solidarity”
(Andreopoulos & Claude, 1997, p. 8). The team also sought to engage other educators in
critical conversations about the potential of HRE in U.S. classrooms.
Background and Need
Published HRE research has predominantly focused on program evaluation and
the development of HRE curricula (Amnesty International, 2010; Organization for
Cooperation and Security in Europe, 2009; Tibbitts, 2002). As more HRE networks are
built and curricula continue to be developed, HRE materials and lessons have become
more easily accessible. However, few research studies have addressed why and how
teachers are using HRE curricula in U.S. classrooms (Stone, 2002). Because classroom
teachers hold the key to the integration and implementation of HRE in U.S. schools,
research is needed on teachers' motivations and commitment to bring HRE into the
regular school day.
Another needed point of inquiry is around connections and differentiations
between HRE and SJ teaching. In their mission statement, San Francisco organization,
Teachers 4 Social Justice (2011) defines SJ education as providing “opportunities for selftransformation, leadership, and community building…in order to effect meaningful
change in the classroom, school, community and society” (About section, para. 2). While
definitions vary, SJ education often encompasses issues of human rights. However most

9
organizations and teachers addressing social issues do not frame their work in terms of
human rights (New Tactics for Human Rights Project, 2003). By using UN documents
and recommendations as a framework, HRE rests upon a more clearly defined foundation
than social justice alone. On the other hand, use of human rights documents alone can
limit the possibility for connecting relevant local issues to global struggles.
As a growing number of educators embrace SJ education and HRE, there is
potential to link these two disciplines and reach an even greater number of educators and
their students. More research is needed to explore ways in which social justice educators
and HRE practitioners can collaborate and ways in which HRE can provide a structure
and framework for SJ education. This participatory research added new information to
the body of research on HRE in U.S. schools by exploring HRE practices in the diverse
San Francisco Bay Area and examining how HRE can extend and formalize SJ education.
Theoretical Framework
This HRE research was grounded in three theories: critical consciousness (and the
related field of critical pedagogy), transformative learning, and world polity theory. From
critical theories, the research was framed to examine and problematize systems of power.
Transformative learning informed the study on effectively teaching from an HRE
perspective. Lastly, world polity theory illustrated the potential of HRE to build solidarity
across global struggles.
Critical Consciousness
Freire’s (1970) conscientizaçao, also referred to as conscientization or critical
consciousness, was the main theoretical framework of this study. Critical consciousness
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is a method of looking deeply and critically at political and social contradictions and
taking action against oppression. In U.S. schools, teachers and students face oppression
on a daily basis. Through the lens of critical consciousness and PAR, this study explored
HRE research and implementation, giving voice to teachers about these issues. PAR,
sometimes referred to as the research arm of popular education, grew out of the work of
Freire and others in the 1970’s and 1980’s. “PAR follows popular education by focusing
on the acquisition of knowledge on injustice as well as skills for speaking back and
organizing for change” (Cammarota & Fine, 2008, p. 5).
At the center of Freire's (1973) philosophy is the goal of “becoming more human”
(p. 41) through the processes of reflection and action. In Freire's (1970) words,
“reflection – true reflection – leads to action” (p. 66). By reflecting on personal
connections, human experiences, and documents such as the UDHR, students and
teachers of HRE can implement a “critical approach to examining and building our just
societies” (Tibbitts, 2002, p. 170). Seeing with critical eyes, students begin to understand
complexities of the cultural, social, and political contexts of international human rights
issues and to take action towards change.
Also essential to Freire’s philosophy is the right of the people to participate in the
production of knowledge. Utilizing PAR, this study enabled teachers to participate in the
process of knowledge production within their profession. The research team represented a
variety of voices; each teacher brought her unique experiences, knowledge, and
questions. We engaged in the creation of knowledge through scientific inquiry, through
dialogue that recognized each teacher’s unique perspective, and through the democratic
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process of PAR.
The work of the research team also embodied Freire’s (1970) articulation of
education as “problem-posing” (p. 80). In this approach, education “strives for the
emergence of consciousness and critical intervention in reality” (p. 81). The data
collection and research process itself involved identification of a problem or challenge in
teaching from a human rights framework. And the work in each teacher’s classroom
reflected problem-posing education in various forms. Freire (1970) suggested:
In problem-posing education, people develop their power to perceive critically the
way they exist in the world with which and in which they find themselves; they
come to see the world not as a static reality, but as a reality in process, in
transformation. (p. 83)
For teachers and students, transformation of the self, and of reality, is built into the PAR
process.
The field of critical pedagogy is closely related to the concept of critical
consciousness and Freire has been called the “inaugural philosopher of critical pedagogy”
(McLaren, 2000, p. I). Kincheloe (2008) wrote that critical pedagogy is based on a
“vision of social and educational justice and equality” (p. 6) and grounded in the belief
that education is an inherently political act. Critical pedagogy embraces Freire’s belief
that critical consciousness is involved in the continuous examination and transformation
of the self and society (Kincheloe, 2008).
Critical pedagogy extends the work of Freire to include the dynamic and
intercultural nature of education in today’s classrooms. “A complex critical pedagogy is
always searching for new voices that may have been excluded by the dominant culture or
by critical pedagogy itself” (Kincheloe, 2008, p. 24). By adding the voices of scholars
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who write about their experiences as women, people of color, immigrants, differently
abled, gay, lesbian, and bisexual, critical pedagogy encompasses multiple and
overlapping philosophies (Breuing, 2011). Feminist scholar bell hooks (1994) wrote
about the importance of “intertwining of race and gender” (p. 77). Hooks emphasized that
critical educators must cross boundaries of race, gender, class, and other differences and
engage in dialogue in order to effect change. She also encouraged the creation of critical
theory that advances and changes within revolutionary movements. “We must continually
claim theory as necessary practice within a holistic framework of liberatory activism”
(hooks, 1994, p. 69).
Within the theory of critical pedagogy lies the potential for teachers to embody
the transformative intellectual (Aronowitz & Giroux, 1987, 1993; Giroux, 1988). Giroux
and Aronowitz (1993) position teaching as inherently political, either reinforcing or
challenging hegemony. Through intellectual practice, critical educators examine the
theoretical foundations of their own histories, thus making connections between personal
experiences and their role in society and politics. Transformative intellectuals
revolutionize the practice of teaching where “critical reflection and action become part of
a fundamental social project to help students develop a deep and abiding faith in struggle
to overcome injustices and change themselves” (p. 46). The image of teacher as scholar
re-professionalizes teaching and critiques rigid, teacher-proof curricula that undermine
educators’ knowledge and creativity. The transformative intellectual must fight an uphill
battle in order to empower and transform herself and her students.
Transformation is another essential element of HRE, which “empowers the
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people…to make changes in their own lives, as well as in their families, communities
and institutions around them” (Tibbitts, 2005, p. 107). Analogous to the tenets of critical
pedagogy, “transformative learning attempts to explain how our expectations, framed
within cultural assumptions and presuppositions, directly influence the meaning we
derive from our experiences” (Taylor, 1998, p. 6). Critical reflection is inherent to
transformative learning, specifically, critical reflection on assumptions in which students
examine their worldview in an attempt to understand “social, economic, political,
ecological, or spiritual aspects of an experience” (p. 9).
Similar to Aronowitz and Giroux’s (1985, 1993) examination of the teacher as
transformative intellectual, Taylor (1998) stressed the importance of the educator as a
transformative learner alongside students. Teachers and students share responsibility for
transformative learning, a “collaborative process involving a shared experience by both
the educator and the student” (p. 59). Flowers (2000) reinforced the importance of the
teacher of HRE as a learner. “A human rights educator who isn’t learning isn’t educating”
(p. 23).
Transformative Learning
At its best, HRE promotes transformation – from the individual level to society as
a whole. The qualities of transformative learning (a safe learning environment that honors
self-disclosure and emotions, learner-centered teaching, the examination of personal
perspectives, and feedback and self-assessment) are expanded and deepened in HRE to
include Freire’s critical consciousness with the aim of transformative action (Tibbitts,
2005). In an era of globalization, the transformative nature of HRE holds the power to
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unite people across borders in common struggles.
World Polity Theory
Education exists in an increasingly global world when local movements for
human rights and social justice have the potential for broad impact. World polity theory
suggests that a global polity, or populace, can influence educational mechanisms and
organizations on a national level (Meyer, 1977). Within the context of a world polity,
Ramirez, Suarez, and Meyer (2007) theorized three driving forces behind the spread of
HRE: 1) cultural, political, and economic globalization, 2) worldwide educational
expansion, and 3) the worldwide human rights movement.
According to world polity theory, citizens and organizations embedded in a
particular society can connect local and national agendas to international discourse
(Suarez & Bromley, 2012). In this way, a world polity that places value on human rights
and HRE can effect change in educational institutions within countries like the U.S.
where civil rights are predominantly valued over human rights. Ramirez, Suarez, and
Meyer (2007) pointed out that the growth of HRE “reflects a growing understanding of
the individual person as a member of a global society rather than as mainly a national
citizen” (p. 35). In a world increasingly focused on development of the individual, the
importance of education and the human right to education become global values.
Connections to Human Rights Education
The tenets of these three theories: critical consciousness (encompassing critical
pedagogy), transformative learning, and world polity theory are embedded in the values
of HRE. The “full development of the human personality” and “understanding, tolerance
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and friendship among all nations, racial or religious groups” called for in Article 26 (2)
of the UDHR (United Nations, 1948) compels educators to critically examine their own
perspectives and positions and then to collaborate with students in liberatory
transformation where critical understanding leads to critical action (Freire, 1973).
The UN Declaration on Human Rights Education and Training (2011) formalizes
the UN’s commitment to HRE. The UN General Assembly:
Motivated by the desire to send a strong signal to the international community to
strengthen all efforts in human rights education and training through a collective
commitment by all stakeholders, Declares the following:
Article 1
1. Everyone has the right to know, seek and receive information about all human
rights and fundamental freedoms and should have access to human rights
education and training.
2. Human rights education and training is essential for the promotion of universal
respect for and observance of all human rights and fundamental freedoms for all,
in accordance with the principles of universality, indivisibility and
interdependence of human rights.
3. The effective enjoyment of all human rights, in particular the right to education
and access to information, enables access to human rights education and training.
Article 2
1. Human rights education and training comprises all educational, training,
information, awareness-raising and learning activities aimed at promoting
universal respect for and observance of all human rights and fundamental
freedoms and thus contributing to, inter alia, the prevention of human rights
violations and abuses by providing persons with knowledge, skills and
understanding and developing their attitudes and behaviours, to empower them to
contribute to the building and promotion of a universal culture of human rights.
2. Human rights education and training encompasses education:
(a) About human rights, which includes providing knowledge and understanding
of human rights norms and principles, the values that underpin them and the
mechanisms for their protection;
(b) Through human rights, which includes learning and teaching in a way that
respects the rights of both educators and learners;
(c) For human rights, which includes empowering persons to enjoy and exercise
their rights and to respect and uphold the rights of others.
Article 3
1. Human rights education and training is a lifelong process that concerns all ages.
2. Human rights education and training concerns all parts of society, at all levels,
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including preschool, primary, secondary and higher education, taking into
account academic freedom where applicable, and all forms of education, training
and learning, whether in a public or private, formal, informal or non-formal
setting. It includes, inter alia, vocational training, particularly the training of
trainers, teachers and State officials, continuing education, popular education, and
public information and awareness activities.
3. Human rights education and training should use languages and methods suited
to target groups, taking into account their specific needs and conditions.
Article 4
Human rights education and training should be based on the principles of the
Universal Declaration of Human Rights and relevant treaties and instruments,
with a view to:
(a) Raising awareness, understanding and acceptance of universal human rights
standards and principles, as well as guarantees at the international, regional and
national levels for the protection of human rights and fundamental freedoms;
(b) Developing a universal culture of human rights, in which everyone is aware of
their own rights and responsibilities in respect of the rights of others, and
promoting the development of the individual as a responsible member of a free,
peaceful, pluralist and inclusive society;
(c) Pursuing the effective realization of all human rights and promoting tolerance,
non-discrimination and equality;
(d) Ensuring equal opportunities for all through access to quality human rights
education and training, without any discrimination;
(e) Contributing to the prevention of human rights violations and abuses and to
the combating and eradication of all forms of discrimination, racism, stereotyping
and incitement to hatred, and the harmful attitudes and prejudices that underlie
them.
Article 5
1. Human rights education and training, whether provided by public or private
actors, should be based on the principles of equality, human dignity, inclusion and
non- discrimination, particularly equality between girls and boys and between
women and men.
2. Human rights education and training should be accessible and available to all
persons, and should take into account the particular challenges and barriers faced
by, and the needs and expectations of, persons in vulnerable and disadvantaged
situations and groups, including persons with disabilities, in order to promote
empowerment and human development and to contribute to the elimination of the
causes of exclusion or marginalization, as well as enable everyone to exercise all
their rights.
3. Human rights education and training should embrace and enrich, as well as
draw inspiration from, the diversity of civilizations, religions, cultures and
traditions of different countries, as it is reflected in the universality of human
rights.
4. Human rights education and training should take into account different
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economic, social and cultural circumstances while promoting local initiatives in
order to encourage ownership of the common goal of the fulfillment of all human
rights for all. (United Nations, 2011, pp. 3-5)
This Declaration represents an essential tool for HRE professionals by clarifying
and reinforcing the UN vision for HRE. Additionally, in Articles 2 through 5, the HRE
Declaration suggests a need for critical and transformative educational practices.
However, the critical eye must also be applied the field of HRE itself by teachers and
students to analyze its application in the context of each learning community. “By
promoting recognition of and respect for human rights in all societies, [HRE] empowers
learners so that they might actively contribute to the building of a sustainable and
peaceful future” (UNESCO, 2011, p.5). While HRE is not tied to one particular
educational theory, Freire’s critical consciousness, the tenets of critical pedagogy,
transformative learning, and world polity theory support provide a foundation for this
HRE research.
Research Questions
As participatory research, our teacher research team developed the research
questions together during the first phase of the PAR process. The team decided to keep
group research questions broad and inclusive so the findings of the team and each
teacher’s individual project would be addressed.
1.

How does this group of educators engage with youth about human rights and
social justice issues?

2. How does this group of educators connect human rights and social justice to
issues that affect youth in their lives and communities?
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While the two questions were inextricably linked, the second question was designed to
examine the unique ways this group of teachers made issues of human rights and social
justice personal and relevant to their students.
Significance of the Study
As a San Francisco Bay Area educator, I believe it is essential to include the
voices of teachers in research about the implementation of HRE and related disciplines in
our schools. The aim of this study was to engage Bay Area teachers, as transformative
intellectuals, in participatory action research to add to the body of knowledge of HRE.
Impacts included: increased knowledge of teacher motivations for teaching HRE; teacher
reflections and recommendations about effective HRE practices; the sharing of human
rights curricula and practices among the research team members; the creation of a
supportive network of human rights educators; differentiation between HRE, social
justice, and related disciplines; tangible action projects that positively affected students,
schools, and programs; and an increased understanding of HRE as a tool to engage
students as transformative learners.
Transformation was inherent in the PAR process. The impact of the research
began at the personal level for each teacher and broadened to include their students,
colleagues, school communities, programs, and beyond. The findings and conclusions of
the study, the tangible individual projects of the team members, and our group action
component provided information about the implementation, challenges, and impact of
HRE with Bay Area teachers and students. As the university researcher and creator of the
study, it was my hope that the findings would inform educators, from individual teachers,
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principals, and university professors to policy-makers and legislators, on the
importance of HRE in our schools.
As a developing discipline, research on the application of HRE in the classroom is
still scarce, and this research expanded the body of knowledge and implementation of
HRE. Additionally, this study expanded conversations about social justice education to
include classroom teaching built upon a human rights framework. By forming
connections between HRE and social justice, this research illuminated effective, relevant
HRE and deepened understanding of how human rights can enrich teaching that embraces
a social justice philosophy. Creating spaces for teachers to expand their knowledge and
experiences as transformative intellectuals increases understanding of education within
larger social and political contexts.
Definition of Terms
Conscientization- Freire’s (1970) term for the process of becoming conscious of social
and political forces in society that may serve oppress or privilege various groups of
people; process leads to transformative action to address oppression.
Human rights- equal and inalienable rights of all members of the human family defined
by the United Nations frameworks and upheld by international and national laws and
treaties. Human rights belong to each individual regardless of nationality, race, ethnicity,
gender, religion or other factors without which that individual’s human dignity would not
be realized (UN, 1948; Flowers, 2000; Amnesty International, 2011b)
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Human rights education (HRE)- all learning that develops the knowledge, skills, and
values of human rights through use of human rights documents and frameworks
(Flowers, 2000).
Motivation- the process that initiates, guides, and maintains goal-oriented behaviors.
Motivation encompasses biological, emotional, social and cognitive forces that activate
behavior (Huitt, 2011).
Nation- for clarity in this research, nation will refer to an independent country or territory
such as the U.S. (Referred to in UN documents as “states” or “nation-states”)
Social justice (SJ) education- education that examines issues of justice at all levels
(including, but not limited to economic, racial, gender, and ability) in order to provide
students with opportunities for self-transformation, leadership, and community building,
and leading to action and change at the individual, school, community, and/or broader
levels (Teachers 4 Social Justice, 2011).
State- a geographic division of the U.S., such as the State of California.
Transformative intellectuals- educators who possess the knowledge and skills to critique
and transform structural inequities (Aronowitz & Giroux, 1985; Giroux, 1988).
Transformative learning- the transformation of frames of reference (points of view, habits
of mind, worldviews) and critical reflection on how we come to know (Mezirow, 2000).
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CHAPTER II
REVIEW OF LITERATURE
Introduction
The discipline of HRE has grown and evolved immensely in the years since the
term, human rights, was introduced to an international audience with the signing of the
UDHR in 1948. Local, national, and international groups have worked tirelessly to
develop HRE curricula and engage in HRE research and dialogue. In March 2011, the
United Nations Human Rights Council adopted the Declaration on Human Rights
Education and Training (UNCHR, 2011) and brought greater international recognition to
HRE. However, as HRE expands around the world, HRE implementation in the U.S.
remains inconsistent.
If HRE is to become an integral part of general education in the U.S.,
collaboration among human rights educators, activists, and the larger education
community is needed. In this study, research was conducted by teachers laying the
groundwork for the growth of HRE in our schools. To put the purpose and possible
impact of our study in context, it was essential that I make connections with previous
research. This review of the literature is organized into four main sections:
1. Links between HRE and education for critical consciousness
2. Overview of HRE
3. Empirical studies of HRE
4. Teachers as agents of change
Looking at the foundation laid by the work of Freire and other scholars of critical
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consciousness expands upon the theoretical framework of the study. Then an overview
of HRE and its growth as a discipline provides a background for the current status of
HRE. By synthesizing empirical studies, the work of other researchers informs and
guides this study of HRE. Finally, by making connections to the power of engaging
teachers in the research process, a rationale for using participatory action research as a
methodology is developed.
Throughout the literature review, I connect HRE, SJ education, and related
disciplines and examine the potential interplay between these approaches. While research
on HRE varies widely in context and methodology, common themes emerge and
encourage further inquiry on the prevalence, current implementation, and practice of
HRE. By engaging teachers as transformative intellectuals in the research process, this
study produced local knowledge to build upon the previous research presented in this
review of the literature.
Critical Consciousness and Links to Human Rights Education
We are experiencing a time of global and societal transition and change. If
education is a mirror of the greater society, then this transition and change must be
addressed through education of the next generation. Freire (1973) illuminated the
possibilities and challenges inherent in employing critical consciousness at a time of
transition. Referring to Brazil in the mid 1900’s, Freire stated, “in that transitional phase,
education became a highly important task” (p. 8).
A critical, transformative approach to education “requires an active, dialogical
educational program concerned with social and political responsibility” (Freire, 1973, p.
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19) as well as time for the experience of knowledge and the exercise of democracy in
the classroom. Through critical reflection, understanding is built: understanding of other,
of history, of experience and of reality. Freire saw reality intertwined with critical
consciousness. Engaging in critical reflection, students come to see reality more fully and
through multiple perspectives, and they move closer to truth. A critical learning
environment is created when students begin to understand complexities of the cultural,
social, and political contexts of the human experience and human rights issues.
When critical consciousness and reflection are fostered, “it so happens that to
every understanding, sooner or later an action corresponds” (Freire, 1973, p. 44). Freire’s
goal of critical action is also a crucial component of HRE. As transformative pedagogy,
HRE is designed to incorporate the elements of critical consciousness, leading students
through reflection to understanding and finally culminating in action.
Transformative Education
Human rights education professionals have written extensively about
transformation, an essential component of HRE pedagogy (Bajaj, 2011a; Magendzo,
2005; Meintjes, 1997; Stone, 2002; Tibbitts, 2005). HRE has the potential to bring broad
abstract understanding and a personal connection to studies of human rights, leading
students to transformation and change on many levels. As a separate field, transformative
education has been researched and theorized (Mezirow, 2000; Taylor, 1998). The goals
and values of transformative education include: learning conditions that promote safety,
trust, and self-disclosure; a learner-centered approach; learning that promotes personal
connections and critical reflection; trusting and empathetic teachers; and feedback and
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self-assessment to assist the process of transformation (Tibbitts, 2005).
Related approaches used by human rights educators build upon transformative
learning to incorporate elements of critical consciousness:
•
•
•
•

A willingness to bring tensions and conflicts into the group.
An emphasis on critical analyses and reflection, both of personal
perspectives and social elements, including power structures in societies.
Acquisition of consciousness regarding the inherent connection of
personal experiences to human rights and justice issues.
Consciousness leading to empowerment and the development of strategic
actions. (Tibbitts, 2005, pp. 109-110)

Tibbitts (2005) suggested that HRE is enriched by elements of transformative education
and further deepened through critical pedagogy. She stated that further inquiry,
specifically using participatory methods, is needed to determine how transformative
education and HRE can be integrated. Pertinent to this study from a list of questions for
further research was, “What is the role of HRE – personal transformation or social
change? Can these be separated?” (p. 113).
Social Justice Education
Social justice is a broad term, but at its core social justice education embodies the
goal of eliminating oppression of one group of people by another based on race, social
class, gender, disability, and/or sexual orientation (Sleeter & Grant, 2009).
Philosophically, social justice education is grounded in Social Reconstructionism, the
idea that a rebuilding of society is necessary for equality. In the classroom and in
communities, social justice education can take many different forms: analyzing the
impact of immigration legislation in a history class, investigating of links between asthma
and environmental factors in the community for science, or creating a social action

25
project in which students conduct a survey on trends in race and employment (Banks,
1994; Sleeter & Grant, 2009).
Advocates of social justice education see its benefit as early as kindergarten and
recommend starting with the creation of a democratic classroom where students begin to
see themselves as agents of change (Bennet, 2002). Students are encouraged to critically
analyze their own situations, or the realities in their community and society, and to
develop tools for resistance. At any level, social justice education is concerned with
turning critical resistance into political action (Sleeter & Grant, 2009). Another important
element of social justice education is building relationships between schools and
communities. Linking schools and surrounding communities, students are encouraged to
“support the efforts of people to develop a critical understanding of their power and role
in effecting meaningful change at the local, national, and global levels" (Teachers 4
Social Justice, 2011, Vision section, para. 3).
While the broad scope of social justice education makes it adaptable to a variety
of purposes, the literature on social justice is scattered. Publications about social justice
education fall under many different disciplines and research that links theory with
practice is scarce (Sleeter & Grant, 2009). Nieto (2003) also pointed out that social
justice education could be simplistic in application and implementation, failing to get to
the heart of societal inequities. Teachers may include issues of social justice in their
curriculum, but neglect to address the root causes of inequity that exist in education and
society. The disjointed nature of social justice education creates a window of opportunity
for links with HRE. With its clear frameworks based on UN documents and conventions,
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HRE has the potential to provide systematic direction for the hands-on, project
oriented field of social justice education. A combination of HRE and social justice also
has the potential to address issues on a transnational level. Blending these two approaches
could make each more effective in empowering students and developing skills for social
action.
HRE and Empowerment
Empowerment, another term for transformation, is frequently mentioned in
transformative education, social justice education, and HRE scholarship. Differentiating
traditional education, based on Freire’s definition of the banking method, from education
for empowerment, Meintjes (1997) encouraged a dynamic view of empowerment that
leads to knowledge creation, action, and change. Empowerment of students through HRE
can pose a threat to existing powers. However, empowerment education also has the
ability to transform teacher-student relationships through dialogue so that students are
“directly and effectively involved in the continuous process of acquiring knowledge”
(p. 76). According to Meintjes, HRE should begin with concrete experiences and move
towards critical reflection in order to lead to students to the “development of a critical
human rights consciousness” (p. 78).
The transformation and empowerment inherent in critical pedagogy is essential
for teachers as well as their students. If educators are not able to look critically at their
own reality and teaching practice, how can they foster critical consciousness in the
classroom? In an analysis of HRE in Latin America, Magendzo (2005) asserted, “teachers
should, through a critical approach, decode and deconstruct their own prior perceptions of
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this reality” (p. 142). The fundamental elements of HRE offer powerful agents of
change for educators and their students and represent a vehicle for social change.
Being realistic and taking into consideration that education is resistant to change,
I think that critical pedagogy and human rights education could and should
contribute to change by integrating, penetrating and infusing education and
curriculum with social justice, empowerment and with social, cultural and
political issues such as poverty, discrimination, peace, gender, racism, etc.
(Magendzo, 2005, pp. 142-143)
Engaging teachers as transformative intellectuals in HRE practice is one way to respond
to this call to action.
Human Rights Education
Definitions of Human Rights Education
To understand the present status and direction of HRE, it is essential to begin with
a working definition of HRE and its components. In the seminal publication, The Human
Rights Education Handbook, Flowers (2000) defined HRE as simply, “all learning that
develops the knowledge, skills, and values of human rights” (p. 6). She described the
distinction between learning about human rights and learning for human rights,
concluding that a successful HRE program needs both components.
Learning about human rights is largely cognitive, including human rights history,
documents, and implementation mechanisms. All segments of society need to
understand the provisions of the UDHR and how these international standards
affect governments and individuals. They also need to understand the
interdependence of rights, both civil and political and social, economic, and
cultural. (p. 10)
Learning about human rights creates a common vocabulary and provides a context for an
understanding of the rights all humans share. Flowers defined the other side of a
successful HRE program as learning for human rights.
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Education for human rights means understanding and embracing the principles
of human equality and dignity and the commitment to respect and protect the
rights of all people. It has little to do with what we know; the “ test” for this kind
of learning is how we act. (Flowers, 2000, p. 13)
In a paper presented to a German working group on HRE, Lohrenscheit (2002)
added detail to Flowers’s (2000) differentiation between learning about and for human
rights. The author suggested that learning about human rights emphasizes “knowledge,
understanding and values” while learning for human rights places greater emphasis on
“respect, responsibility and solidarity” (p. 177). The learning context is crucial to the
implementation of HRE – language, culture, and needs of students must be recognized.
Later scholarship has also pointed to an element of learning through human rights,
which “includes learning and teaching in a way that respects the rights of both educators
and learners” (United Nations, 2011). By participating in open dialogue and inquiry, it is
possible for teachers and students to critically engage with meaningful issues to learn
about, for, and through human rights. With the establishment of a working definition of
HRE, it is necessary to look at why the teaching of HRE is imperative.
Rationales for Human Rights Education
What does HRE have to offer our students, schools, and communities? A British
study found that HRE programs resulted in reduced incidences of bullying and truancy
and created a calmer learning environment (Vasagar, 2010). In another study from
England, Covell, Howe, and Polegato (2011) concluded that a fully implemented HRE
program “buffers the effects of social disadvantage by promoting school engagement”
(p. 203). Students and teachers in India became defenders of human rights in their
communities after participating in an HRE program (Bajaj, 2010). Human rights
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education is “based on the premise that an educated citizenry is the greatest guarantee
and ultimate sanction of human rights” (Tarrow, 1990, p. 12).
The changing demands of education in an increasingly global world and the
potential benefits of HRE programs have prompted scholars to call for the support of
HRE at the national level (Cardenas, 2005; Jennings, 2006; Hornberg, 2002; Stone, 2002;
Suarez, 2007). Reardon (1995) proposed that HRE is particularly suited to address the
challenging global issues our students face. The comprehensive nature of HRE means it
can be adapted to fit into any subject area at any grade level. “The mutability of HRE is
its strength” (Bajaj, 2011a, p. 507).
German researcher, Hornberg (2002), identified two rationales for the inclusion of
HRE in the curriculum. First, “human rights education is, by its very nature, a topic
which has the potential to help students transcend national, social, cultural and, economic
and other boundaries” (p. 190). Hornberg’s second rationale rested upon the flexibility of
HRE to overlap with other approaches, such as education for cultural understanding and
sustainable development. To those I suggest possibilities for overlap between HRE and
peace education, education for social justice, citizenship education and other disciplines.
“Human rights education can support such efforts by providing explicit attention to the
larger international human rights movement as well as providing content that defines
social justice specifically from a human rights perspective” (Jennings, 2006, p. 289).
The flexibility of HRE pointed out by Reardon (1995) makes it applicable to a
variety of educational contexts around the world. Though HRE is “defined by the
universal framework of international (and sometimes regional) standards, the specific
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topics and their applications depends upon local and national contexts” (Tibbitts, 2008,
p. 2). Local problems rarely exist in a vacuum; HRE is well suited to address the
transnational nature of issues facing local communities. HRE also provides a vehicle for
the development of students as global citizens who can work to address injustice locally
and transnationally.
History and Growth of Human Rights Education
In the period since World War II, the planet has experienced an increasing trend of
globalization. The rise of HRE is closely linked to this process as human rights norms,
treaties, and structures expand around the world. “The changing state of the world and of
national linkages to world society account for the rise in human rights education
organization and discourse” (Suarez & Ramirez, 2004, pp. 1-2). As more people are
exposed to the concept of human rights, the demand and need for HRE grows. The
emergence of HRE also coincides with a shift from national to global citizenship and the
degree of cultural globalization that has taken place in recent decades. The human rights
movement has played a role in this shift from national citizen to citizen of the world.
Furthermore, the expansion of education itself, a focus of the human rights movement,
and the potential of education to empower individuals, cements the relationship between
HRE and globalization (Ramirez, Suarez, & Meyer, 2007; Suarez & Ramirez, 2004).
This global movement was initiated with the signing of UDHR in 1948, which
formalized education as a fundamental human right and specifically pointed to the
inclusion of human rights in education in Article 26 (2):
Education shall be directed to the full development of the human personality and
to the strengthening of respect for human rights and fundamental freedoms. It
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shall promote understanding, tolerance and friendship among all nations, racial
or religious groups, and shall further the activities of the United Nations for the
maintenance of peace. (United Nations, 1948)
In the 1970s HRE gained momentum following the 1974 UNESCO
Recommendation Concerning Education for International Understanding, Cooperation
and Peace and Education Relating to Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms. Though
it was not a treaty mandating compliance, this recommendation was a symbolic gesture of
the importance of human rights ideals in education (Suarez & Ramirez, 2004). The U.S.
opposed the Recommendation based on what it saw as leftist influences and both the U.S.
and England withdrew from UNESCO in 1984. The withdrawal was a reaction to
perceived anti-Western bias by the United Nations and a reaction against what was seen
as “long-term lack of budgetary restraint, and poor management” (Rosenthal, 1990, n.p.).
However the global impact of the UNESCO Recommendation “was significant because it
was the first educational document to directly emphasize the need to both foster respect
for human rights and promote knowledge of the international instruments protecting
human rights” (Suarez & Ramirez, 2004, p. 9).
Through the 1980s, the number of HRE publications and teaching materials grew
and began to be circulated and translated for use throughout the world (Suarez &
Ramirez, 2004). At the 1993 World Conference on Human Rights, the discussion among
nations reflected a move toward curricular reform that included HRE. This conference set
the stage for the UN Decade for Human Rights Education when HRE was redefined more
specifically and broadened to include a focus on sustainable development and social
justice. The 1995 Decade for HRE, which lasted from 1995 until 2004, represented a
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culmination of the HRE projects and activities of previous decades and increased the
visibility of HRE as an international field of study (Suarez, 2007).
Ramirez, Suarez, and Meyer (2007) theorized the impact of a world polity and the
increasing emphasis on HRE worldwide. At the global level, the authors pointed to three
main influences on the spread of HRE: 1) cultural, political, and economic globalization,
2) worldwide educational expansion, and 3) the worldwide human rights movement. But
how does this trend translate to the national level? Ramirez, Suarez, and Meyer cited the
need for more research in this area, but hypothesized that the interplay between the global
factors listed above, and national linkages to global discourse on HRE, lead to national
development of HRE and the expansion of HRE through organizations and materials.
Suarez and Ramirez (2004) also pointed to the need for further theoretical
explanations for the rise of HRE. A dynamic approach to explaining the growth of HRE
could take into account growing areas of HRE, such as gay and lesbian rights and
disability rights. Suarez and Ramirez concluded, “More research on the incorporation of
human rights education in individual nations and regions is greatly needed, both in
longitudinal case studies and in international comparative studies” (p. 21). As the authors
anticipated an increase in the prevalence of HRE in school curricula, they also cited the
need for theory related to the educational impact of HRE and examinations of how our
notions of citizenship, and thus civic education, are evolving.
HRE, Nation States, and Global Citizenship
As HRE grows and expands, so do the possibilities for nations to support students
as national and global citizens. “The changing state of the world and of national
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linkages to world society account for the rise in human rights education organization
and discourse” (Suarez & Ramirez, 2004, pp. 1-2). Andreopoulus (2002) cited the growth
of HRE as a sign of an “emerging global ethos of accountability” (p. 242). The author
expressed support for HRE that provides experiential and participatory learning in
schools and programs for professionals and government employees. Through the
interplay between national and international bodies, Andreopoulos saw HRE as a means
for student understanding of the origins of human rights abuses and as a method of the
prevention of future abuses. He also called for collaboration and coalitions between
international, local, and community-based leaders in order to use HRE to overcome what
he termed a “global social justice deficit” (p. 246).
Andreopoulus’s (2002) call for active HRE partnerships between nations, and
NGOs at the local, national, and international levels, raises further questions about the
impact and intentions of governmental involvement in HRE. Is governmental
involvement in HRE a help or a hindrance to the creation of informed global citizens of
human rights? Cardenas (2005) asked why nations would promote HRE when these same
nations may be committing human rights abuses. She highlighted the possible risks of
HRE encouraging citizens to openly challenge their governments. Cardenas also
questioned the end-result of nationally supported HRE initiatives. “How does an
underfunded HRE initiative, driven by [nations] and human rights professionals assure
that it does not reinforce existing power imbalances and social inequities?” (p. 371). To
avoid this potential pitfall of governmental involvement in HRE, Cardenas called for
“more intensive dialogue and research among providers of HRE” (p. 371).
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Exploring the outcomes of a nationally supported HRE initiative, Cardenas
(2005) presented a case study from South Africa where the South African Human Rights
Commission (SAHRC) created partnerships with local communities. Positive results of
the work of SAHRC included professional HRE training, the development of HRE
materials, and a discussion on the right to education that led to an examination of racial
equity in education. However, according to Cardenas, the SAHRC also experienced
challenges with bringing HRE to the local level, specifically the problem of normative
transfer, or the application of international human rights norms to the lives of local
citizens. Even countries with a strong commitment to HRE experience challenges with
effecting and implementing change in HRE. Cardenas pointed to inadequate funding as a
main hindrance to nationally supported HRE programs, but offered a suggestion similar
to Andreopoulus’s (2002) idea that cooperation between governmental and nongovernmental organizations could provide a viable solution.
Nations influence the identity development of students as citizens through the
education system. Textbook content is one way of communicating national and
international identities. Bromley (2011) examined the relationship between HRE and
shifting national identities in an increasingly global world. She considered “how
textbooks resolve the tension between contradictory goals of promoting a cohesive
national identity while teaching respect and equality among diverse social groups in a
globalised world” (p. 152). To measure this phenomenon, the researcher conducted a
content analysis study of social science textbooks for Grades 8 through 12 in British
Columbia, Canada, where “human rights and multiculturalism are a central component of
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national civic education” (p. 160). However, Bromley found a relatively low emphasis
on human rights and diversity content in the textbooks for Grades 8 through 10. For
Grade 11, the researcher found a greater prevalence of human rights in the texts and a
wider variety of perspectives in historical accounts. Bromley concluded that:
While there are ongoing tensions between the construction of national identity
and emphases on human rights and multiculturalism, the boundaries between
these ideas are blurring…rather than a transition from an older, national model
of civic education to a new, global model, there is a blending and integration of
conceptions of national identity, multiculturalism and human rights. (p. 161)
As these boundaries between local, nation-states, and the international community
blur, there is a call for coalition building (Andreoupolus, 2002; Cardenas, 2005; Suarez,
2007). Networks and linkages between the United Nations, national and regional
governments, national and international NGOs, and education professionals inform the
development of HRE (Suarez, 2007). Epistemic HRE communities, “through discourse
and active reflection on practice, negotiate, refine, and mold HRE” (Suarez, 2007, p. 14).
Through collaboration, local needs can be determined and HRE programs can develop or
adapt to meet specific needs. Bajaj (2011a) cited “the flexibility of HRE in responding to
distinct conditions and orientations of stakeholders within nation-states” (p. 494).
Empirical Research on Human Rights Education
Empirical studies from around the globe show the potential impact of HRE on
students of all levels. From minimizing the impact of socioeconomic disadvantage
(Covell, Howe, & Polegato, 2011) to encouraging students to become human rights
activists in their communities (Bajaj, 2010), HRE can have a lasting effect on students.
Each of the following studies presents a different slant on HRE, but all contribute to the
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growing body of research on HRE programs and point to areas for further inquiry.
Human Rights Education in the International Context
While relatively little HRE research has taken place in the U.S., empirical studies
on the integration and impact of HRE are being conducted internationally. Using a casestudy approach, Al-Nakib (2011) looked at the implementation of a Constitution and
Human Rights (CHR) module in a Kuwaiti secondary school and its encouragement of
interruptive democracy. From 2006 to 2009, the CHR program consisted of a stand-alone
curriculum for Grades 11 and 12. The author described students in the 2009 group
through analysis of interview data:
[They] displayed a sophisticated awareness of the interplay between citizenship,
human rights and democracy, and of the tensions that they experienced as a result.
They were critical in their responses, and few made any mention of religion. Their
tone reveals a belief in their agency and a confidence in their skills to demand
change. (p. 176)
However, when the CHR program was wrapped back into Islamic Studies, the tone of
student responses shifted. Students in the 2010 group were less hopeful that they could
effect change and were more passive and patriotic in their responses. They also made
more frequent mention of religion. Reflecting on the change in program and student
impact, Al-Nakib (2011) stated, “Perhaps the threat of criticality, agency and action, all
based on the foundation of human rights education and political knowledge was more
than they bargained for with the CHR module” (p. 176).
Al-Nakib’s (2011) statement about HRE in Kuwait reflects the conflict many
nations face when HRE is introduced. Similar to Cardenas’s (2005) question, how do
nations reconcile the encouragement of a critical viewpoint and a culture of interruptive
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democracy while maintaining power, control, and the status quo? Can HRE encourage
a transformation in students that will lead to critical reflection and eventually to social
change? In India, Bajaj (2010) looked at student perspectives on the programs of the
Institute of Human Rights Education (IHRE) in Tamil Nadu. The IHRE ran three-year
programs for middle grade students; these programs covered human rights standards and
ideals in the context of the Indian Constitution, children’s rights, and issues of
discrimination.
The students in Bajaj’s (2010) study described a range of experiences including
changes at the personal level, changes in education, awareness raising of others regarding
human rights, intervention and action in their communities against human rights abuses,
and reporting of human rights violations to authorities. Bajaj wrote, “All of these four
areas correspond with scholars’ articulations of what HRE should consist of: namely, a
combination of information, values/behavioral changes, and active responses” (p. 4).
Interviews conducted in Bajaj’s (2010) study revealed varied impacts, but one
particular example stood out; a student in the IHRE program overheard a neighbor’s
plans to kill their newborn baby girl because the family wanted a boy. The student and
classmates went to the family, explained the child’s right to life, and threatened to report
the family to the police. The baby’s father reacted violently toward the students, but the
little girl was spared. Not all experiences ended positively, however. Bajaj’s interviews
also pointed to backlash to HRE. Children in the study reported threats to their physical
safety and teachers recounted negative consequences resulting from bringing human
rights violations to light. Prevention of this backlash is an additional issue HRE
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professionals must address, though the research did not provide explicit solutions.
Research also shows the transformative potential of HRE for teachers. In a
separate study, Bajaj (2011b) explored the role of teachers in the IHRE program through
interviews, focus groups, and classroom observations. She found similar personal
changes to those reported by students in the program, and a decrease in “the social
distance between teachers and pupils . . . allowing for increased democratization of the
classroom and the school” (p. 218). While the teachers’ interest in HRE often began with
IHRE teacher training programs, the teachers became models, messengers, and mediators
of HRE. Some teachers even reported changes and improvements in equality in their own
households and neighborhoods as a result of their commitment to HRE.
The examples above represent two approaches to integration of HRE. In Kuwait,
a national HRE program was first taught as a stand-alone curriculum, then combined with
Islamic studies causing a shift in student impact (Al-Nakib, 2011). In Bajaj’s (2010)
research from India, IHRE collaborated with government run schools to provide HRE
training to teachers and programs to students. Though decisions at the national level can
be an important catalyst for HRE in schools, teachers and schools need to maintain a
level of autonomy to meet student needs as they see fit.
In research from the Netherlands, Bron and Thijs (2011) looked at possibilities for
embedding HRE in the curriculum while leaving freedom for schools and communities to
design individual programs to meet student need. In the Netherlands, HRE is a
component of citizenship education and a legal obligation for schools. While the
researchers found that many schools had a clear vision for a citizenship program that
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encompassed human rights, implementation was inconsistent. “The emphasis on
human or child rights greatly depends on the perceptions and motives of individual
teachers” (p. 131). The authors also described HRE as a controversial topic in Dutch
schools. While the Netherlands prides itself on the promotion of human rights in its
foreign policy, HRE is “marginalized in Dutch education” (p. 130).
Bron and Thijs (2011) recommended several approaches that could apply in other
national contexts. First, they called for “citizenship as practice” including activities to
develop “pupil voice, discussion and debate, critical reflection of current affairs, and
public service” (p. 125). Next they suggested that conversations about HRE need to take
place within individual schools so external forces, such as the education ministry, are not
making decisions without taking community context into account. Bron and Thijs saw
windows of opportunity within the existing curriculum where HRE could be integrated
and called for more qualitative research in HRE to determine the most effective methods
of linking it with citizenship and cultural diversity programs.
Additional research points to the power of HRE to counter social and economic
disadvantage (Covell, Howe, & Polegato, 2011). Through student surveys, researchers in
England assessed the power of HRE to impact academic achievement, specifically for
socially disadvantaged children. In a longitudinal study, Covell, Howe, and Polegato
compared academic outcomes of students at three schools participating in the Hampshire
Education Local Authority’s Rights, Respect and Responsibility initiative. The school
with a fully implemented HRE program, comprised mostly of students from low
socioeconomic status families, showed “improvements in children’s school engagement,

40
school climate, citizenship values and behaviours, and peer and teacher relationships,
and decreases in anti-social behaviour, bullying, and teacher burnout” (p. 195). More
research is needed to determine whether Covell, Howe, and Polegato’s findings can be
generalized to other schools and regions.
Human Rights Education in the U.S.
In comparison with other countries, the U.S. lags behind in HRE implementation
in general education programs (Jennings, 2006; Stone, 2002; Suarez, 2007). Most U.S.
citizens lack a basic knowledge of human rights and related instruments. The last largescale HRE survey took place in 1997 and revealed that only eight percent of surveyed
adults and four percent of surveyed youth ages 15-18 had any knowledge of the Universal
Declaration of Human Rights (Banks, 2000; Hart, 1997). As of 2000, only 20 U.S. states
“explicitly included HRE within the public education curriculum” (Jennings, 2006, p.
288).
Why is HRE struggling to systematically become a part of the curriculum of U.S.
schools? Explanations vary widely from a national lack of respect for international
human rights to challenges with creating large-scale change in public education. Banks
(2000) quoted human rights lawyer Edward O’Brien:
I believe there is little HRE in U.S. schools because of how difficult it is to
change curriculum in the U.S., which only takes place on the state and local
school board and individual school levels. More importantly, the concept of
human rights is not yet part of the culture as it relates to issues inside the U.S.–
human rights violations are thought of as something occurring in other countries
not inside the U.S. (Promises to Keep, n.p.)
Others pointed to reliance on Constitutional rights. A U.S. teacher shared:
Most people in the USA think that their human rights are identical to their
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Constitutional rights and would be amazed to learn that they have … social and
economic rights like health care, housing, and a living wage, which are not
recognized either by the US Constitution or by US government policy. Thus
people don’t know that they don’t know their [human] rights.
(Suarez, 2007, p. 8)
Stone (2002) proposed that resistance might be based on the misconception that human
rights violations do not happen in the U.S., and therefore HRE is not a subject students
need to be taught.
Whatever the reasons for lack of inclusion of HRE in the country as a whole,
pockets of HRE do exist and are growing. In an example of HRE research from the U.S.,
Hantzopoulos (2012) conducted a 16-month ethnographic study of Humanities
Preparatory Academy, a New York City public high school serving students considered to
be at-risk for dropping out. Humanities Preparatory Academy employed a human rights
framework and aimed to provide “a transformative and liberatory experience for its
students both within and beyond the sphere of the schooling” (p. 38). The school
combined explicit HRE with a culture and curriculum that validated students’ humanity
and efficacy. Students quoted in the study suggested that Humanities Preparatory
Academy demonstrated a democratic school culture, motivated them to graduate and
attend college, and encouraged them to be agents of change. Students were given
opportunities to make their voices heard inside and outside the classroom.
Hantzopoulos (2012) concluded that Humanities Preparatory Academy could
serve as a model of public school reform within an HRE framework. Because the school
“not only fostered human rights learning, but also served as a mechanism to include
students who have been demoralized by school,” (p. 44) it broadened the focus of

42
traditional school reform. Hantzopoulos emphasized Humanities Preparatory
Academy’s organic model of HRE designed specifically for the population of the school.
She stressed that HRE-based school reform must take community context into account
and curricula must be designed to meet the individual needs of students.
In additional research on HRE in urban U.S. schools, Bronson (2012) conducted a
case study of a Washington, DC program. Unlike Humanities Preparatory Academy’s
organic model of HRE, the local chapter of an international human rights NGO
conducted this program in partnership with Washington, DC high school teachers.
Through this human rights education program (HREP), students in low-income, inner
city schools studied one human rights topic per week during an eight-week course.
Bronson found that HRE lessons were well received, and students displayed a change in
knowledge of the UDHR and human rights issues, including the death penalty, women’s
rights, gay and lesbian rights, and activism.
Bronson (2012) also described numerous challenges with the HREP and its
audience of Washington, DC students. She observed a lack of connection between
students’ lives and international examples of human rights. HREP facilitators, most of
whom were White, admitted to having little knowledge of U.S. examples of inequalities
and human rights violations; Bronson reported the volunteers appeared uncomfortable
when discussing racial inequities and other potentially charged issues. In conclusion,
Bronson suggested that HREP recruit facilitators of color or those with a stronger
understanding of issues within the community. Without a deeper connection to students’
lives, the HREP could provide only a surface introduction to human rights.
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Hantzopoulos (2012) and Bronson (2012) provided two U.S. examples of HRE
research, but in order to broaden the scope of HRE in the U.S., additional research and
policy action are required. Stone (2002) made several recommendations for ways to
increase the visibility of HRE. Suggestions included the writing of policy statements that
“outline specific courses of action that can be pursued in support of HRE,” (p. 55)
support for teacher training in HRE, funding for HRE pilot programs and research, and
working for state standards that include HRE. Jennings (2006) also advocated for the
creation of HRE standards for educators and teacher education programs.
To become a qualified field of study, HRE must also be clarified, theorized, and
evaluated. Tibbitts (2002) encouraged human rights educators to be systematic in their
approach and to match that approach to the target group they are teaching. Tibbitts
proposed establishing the following criteria to bring credibility to HRE:
a) Core body of knowledge;
b) Clear goals for learners;
c) Pedagogy built on sound knowledge of learner, learning theory, taking into
account developmental theory;
d) Documentation of success, and sharing of best practice – with sensitivity
to culture;
e) Preparation of trainers;
f) Recognition and integration of the field within educating organizations.
(p. 169)
Increased implementation of HRE in the U.S. will not come without challenges.
Should “over-burdened and, in many national systems, underpaid, teachers assume the
additional responsibility for democratizing classroom relations and changing their own
practices in line with human rights principles?” (Bajaj, 2011b, p. 210). If mandates for
HRE are handed down from national departments of education, or from individual U.S.

44
states, teachers are likely push back (Jennings, 2006). Furthermore, challenges would
certainly be faced in the “difficulty of implementing a large-scale transformational
pedagogy in existing school settings and the great pressure that critical pedagogy places
on teachers” (Suarez, 2007, p. 11). Additionally, Magendzo (2005) questioned whether all
teachers are ready for HRE “emotionally, pedagogically, and culturally” (p. 141).
To answer these questions, it is necessary to think about what can be gained, in
spite of the challenges and fear of change. Bajaj (2011b) asserted that the potential of
HRE to transform teachers, students, and communities is worth the risk and the effort. In
the foreword to Pedagogy of the Oppressed, Shaull (1970) wrote that education as the
practice of freedom would “inevitably lead to tension and conflict within our society;”
however he encouraged “men and women [to] deal critically and creatively with reality
and discover how to participate in the transformation of their world” (p. 34). These
challenges make HRE all the more needed for teachers and students.
Potential benefits far outweigh the struggles facing advocates of HRE. The
flexibility and critical perspective inherent to HRE means it can be added to enrich an
existing curriculum. “A human rights perspective could enhance many teacher educators’
and classroom teachers’ sense of purpose as they help future generations become daily
advocates for human rights as a natural expression of their educational experiences”
(Jennings, 2006, p. 296). HRE has the potential to add a social-emotional element that
will enable our schools to better “provide the foundation for participation in democracy”
(Cohen, 2006, p. 201). According to Cohen and Article 26 (2) of the UDHR, the kind of
social-emotional education that HRE brings is an essential human right in itself and a
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stepping-stone on the path towards social justice. Furthermore, the transnational focus
of HRE lends itself to connecting local struggles to those of others around the globe.
Canadian activist, Urman (1986) called the integration of HRE into the curriculum a
“moral and legal imperative” (p. 383).
Teachers as Agents of Change
A key component of this study was the engagement of teachers as co-researchers
in participatory action research (PAR). The grassroots nature of teacher research
encompasses the work of Freire (1970) who championed the rights of oppressed people
to be engaged in the production of knowledge. In the current educational climate U.S.
teachers are struggling to hold onto their jobs, are at the mercy of state and federal
standards, and are increasingly limited in their autonomy due to high stakes testing
(Charles, 2008). “Teachers (as the oppressed) are prescribed by the educational system to
focus on specific apolitical activities” (Jimenez-Castellanos, 2010, p. 70). When teachers
are working in an environment characterized by micro-level activities, there is little time
or energy left to engage in critical reflection or to plan curricula that lead students to
critical engagement (Jimenez-Castellanos, 2010). Returning to Article 26 of the UDHR,
education that simply focuses on these micro-level activities cannot also be “directed to
the full development of the human personality and to the strengthening of respect for
human rights and fundamental freedoms” (United Nations, 1948).
Freire (1970, 1973) held the belief that lasting educational change must be
initiated by the redistribution of power. If all research on the practice of human rights
education comes from academia, power remains in the hands of the few. By putting the
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research process into the hands of teachers, a redistribution of power is initiated.
Through an action research team, teachers can “redefine their roles as educators
and…take positions collectively on current educational issues that directly impact their
teaching practice” (Jimenez-Castellanos, 2010, p. 62). Teacher action researchers are
engaged in a political process as they create, examine, critique, and refine their own
pedagogy (Kincheloe, 2008). Deep inquiry and tangible actions drive teachers to develop
as transformative intellectuals (Giroux, 1988).
Teacher Inquiry and Democratization of the Research Process
Teacher research gained popularity as an effective method for improving teaching
and learning in the late 1980s and early 1990s. The emergence of teacher research, also
referred to as teacher inquiry, reflected a paradigm shift toward the classroom teacher as
“knower and thinker” (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1999, p. 15) and coincided with the push
to democratize research and the rise of progressive education. Teacher research represents
local knowledge based on the specific context and needs of the community. Teacher
research also encompasses an element of criticality – teachers reflect on their own
practice and often on “the prevailing social and political arrangements of schools and
schooling” (p.16).
Teacher action research includes elements of popular education – critical
reflection that leads to action. Fundamental to teacher action research is the belief that the
“realm of best practice is best informed by research carried out by practitioners, who by
their involvement in studying their own practice increase their sense of personal
commitment to change” (Pugach & Johnson, 1990, p. 241). A personal commitment to
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change in the classroom can lead to transformation on other levels. “Action research is
potentially subversive, an attempt to restore a balance of power between theorists and
practitioners, and in some cases, to weight that balance in favor of the latter” (Nixon,
1987, p. 21). As transformative intellectuals, teacher researchers use scholarship to effect
change in education. Because teachers choose the research problem to investigate,
teacher action research is inherently based on issues of deep personal significance.
The teacher research movement lagged during the late 1990s and early 2000s as
No Child Left Behind (2001) undermined the knowledge and voices of teachers
(O’Donnell-Allen, 2004). At the time, Cochran-Smith and Lytle (1999) warned that these
changes “de-emphasized the teacher as decision maker and change agent” (p. 22).
Fortunately, teacher research established strong footing among educators and resurfaced
in discourse on effective teaching and school reform. Current teacher researchers must
continue to push against standards-based reform from outside the walls of their schools
and classrooms and work towards change.
Teacher Inquiry Groups
Collaboration is a key factor of teacher action research. The support of a
community of researchers provides a forum for critical self-reflection about teaching
practice and a space for personal transformation (Kyle & Hovda, 1987). Inquiry groups
can take place within schools, districts, community organizations, or networks of
educators. Within inquiry groups, teachers formulate research questions, collect data, and
reflect on teaching practice with the support of colleagues (Wirsing, 2009).
In the 1990s the National Writing Project was instrumental in bringing together
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teacher inquiry groups to focus on writing and literacy (O’Donnell-Allen, 2004). In the
late 1990s and early 2000s, professional learning communities (PLCs) within schools and
districts became a popular approach to creating communities of research and practice.
These groups allowed structured time for teachers to come together “on a regular basis to
engage in collaborative planning, curriculum study, and learning assessment” (Servage,
2008, p. 64). However, Servage noted that a critical pedagogy approach was often
missing from PLCs; they were more focused on the means of improving teaching, rather
than the ends of transforming education.
As teacher research has evolved, issues of equity, rights, and justice have become
a focus (Duncan-Andrade, 2005; Jimenez-Castellanos, 2010). Moving teacher inquiry
forward requires evaluating its purposes and outcomes to ensure inquiry addresses
current issues with transformation of teaching and learning as an end goal. HoffmanKipp, Artiles, and Lopez-Torres (2003) encouraged teacher inquiry to widen its scope to
include not only issues of teaching and learning, but also issues of culture, power and
social justice. To truly embody the transformative intellectual, teacher researchers must
examine and deconstruct systems of power.
Friedrich and McKinney (2010) described inquiry for equity – a process through
which educators examined their teaching practice while addressing educational
inequities. Through a partnership between several San Francisco Bay Area organizations
and the National Writing Project, inquiry for equity brought together 25 educators over a
three-year period. The goal was to critically examine teaching, beliefs, and biases in order
to teach more equitably. “As teachers collaboratively work towards interrupting patterns
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of inequitable achievement, they develop relationships grounded in analyzing their
teaching and its impact on student learning and development; in the process, they come to
value multiple and diverse perspectives” (p. 246). Additionally, teachers contributed to
the body of research on teaching and learning practices that make education more
equitable.
Organizations like Teachers 4 Social Justice in San Francisco, Teachers for Social
Justice Chicago, and Teacher Action Group Philadelphia have offered teacher inquiry
groups that examine inequities while engaging in action for social change. The goal for
Teachers for Social Justice Chicago (2012) was to “gather educators, activists and their
allies to study a topic and collectively create an action around that area of study, making
it a true community of praxis” (Collective Study section, para. 1). Teacher Action Group
Philadelphia (2012) partnered with the Philadelphia Writing Project to “offer an
opportunity for teachers to build community, engage as learners, and develop as activists”
(Inquiry to Action Groups section, para. 1). The format and focus of these teacher inquiry
groups varied, but the structure and goals reflected the tenets of PAR; members of
teaching communities came together to investigate, reflect, and take action on problems
they faced in education.
Teachers and Change Within HRE and Related Approaches
Currently HRE and social justice based teaching are growing, but are not yet
uniformly implemented. Teacher inquiry groups present an opportunity for educators to
reflect on, improve, and share their practice. Duncan-Andrade (2005) chronicled the
process of a social justice teacher inquiry group at an elementary school in Southern
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California. The inquiry group became an environment of intellectual, professional, and
community development as well as a space for holistic growth. Less experienced teachers
learned from veterans who taught from a social justice perspective, and all members of
the inquiry group had space to reflect on and improve their teaching practice. DuncanAndrade stated, “professional development communities hold great promise for helping
urban schools improve professional practice and student achievement” (p. 73).
Jimenez-Castellanos’s (2010) study involved 30 Latino/a teachers and several
university professors in critical action research (CAR) to examine and address issues of
“educational access, academic rigor, teacher/school expectations, content standards,
biliteracy policy and practice, and educational accountability” (p. 66) for Latino students.
The educators created their own critical spaces where they could reflect and engage in
Freire’s (1973) problem-posing process. “As a result… teachers began to experience a
level of consciousness that propelled them to work beyond the school walls and to engage
politically” (Jimenez-Castellanos, 2010, p. 73). Finally, as change agents, the teachers
initiated strategic action on behalf of their Latino students around issues including
bilingual education, linguistic and culturally sensitive curricula, use of alternative
assessments, and access to higher education. Jimenez-Castellanos’s study revealed the
powerful transformation possible as teachers engage in critical reflection that leads to
action on behalf of their students.
Critically examining their teaching practice encourages teachers to reflect on their
own personal transformation, a process integral to HRE. Bajaj (2011b) found that HRE
teachers in India experienced powerful changes as a result of being trained in and
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subsequently teaching HRE. Magendzo (2005) described the participatory methods
used in HRE teacher training in Latin America. The development of critical
consciousness encouraged teachers to challenge their own points of view and educational
institutions. Through teacher action research, “teachers examine how the educational
structure and the curriculum interact and shape knowledge, and how this knowledge can
empower people to claim their rights” (p. 142). Teachers as transformative intellectuals
can be a powerful force for changes in education and society.
Summary
This review of the literature covers theories and research founded upon Freire’s
(1973) notion that critical consciousness has the power to effect change. Inherent to HRE
is the process of transformation of social and political realities based on reflection and
dialogue. By looking to definitions, rationales and the history of HRE, it is clear that the
discipline of HRE is uniquely positioned to provide a framework for teaching about, for,
and through issues of equity and justice. From international contexts comes research on
the implementation and effectiveness of HRE programs that inform the future direction of
the discipline. A lack of HRE practice in the U.S. results in limited empirical research on
its implementation and impact. There is a need for additional, substantive research on
HRE praxis to examine the intersection of theoretical approaches to HRE with practical
classroom application. Through PAR based inquiry, this study aimed to inform the
growing body of knowledge on HRE from the standpoint of teachers as transformative
intellectuals working from a human rights and social justice perspective.
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CHAPTER III
METHODOLOGY
Research Design
Scholarship is needed on the implementation of HRE and its overlap with social
justice based teaching in U.S. classrooms. If HRE is to expand in the U.S., it is essential
to look at how teachers are already using these practices. By employing a participatory
action research (PAR) approach, this study engaged teachers in the research process.
Through popular education, Freire (1970) encouraged the ‘oppressed’ to be involved in
the production of power and knowledge. In our current educational climate, teachers are
being oppressed; due to constraints of testing, standards, and curriculum mandates, they
are less able to express creativity and autonomy in the classroom (Charles, 2008;
Jimenez-Castellanos, 2010). The majority of our students are oppressed, based on
economic or racial inequities, or simply the fact that as a society, the experiences of youth
are not respected. What kind of research values the work of teachers and creates the
greatest possible outcome for students?
When deciding on a research method for this study, it was important that the
methodology matched my personal philosophy of education. The value of human
relationships has consistently been at the core of my teaching philosophy. As Freire
(1990) stated in his conversation with Myles Horton, the greatest source for the work
comes from relationships with people and “loving people, believing in people” (p. 247).
PAR begins with relationship building, first among the members of the team and later
with the community or context of the action component of the research. Koirala-Azad
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and Fuentes (2010) described PAR as a “constant process of dialogue and reflection”
through which “any group of people can devise relevant and appropriate actions as
solutions to their problems” (p. 1). By employing PAR with teachers as co-researchers,
this study used personal relationships, a supportive team, and critical reflection leading to
action to contribute to the production of new knowledge about HRE in our schools. By
expanding knowledge of HRE, this PAR study created opportunities for teachers to
engage in scholarship as transformative intellectuals and increased the potential for
transformative HRE to reach greater numbers of students.
As a research design, PAR is grounded in qualitative research philosophy. The
flexibility of PAR to embody a variety of qualitative and quantitative methodologies
makes it appropriate to the context of research on HRE. As transformative pedagogy,
HRE is designed to incorporate the elements of critical consciousness, leading students
through reflection to understanding and finally culminating in action. Reflection on our
own understandings of human rights and personal experiences was part of the process of
transformation embedded in PAR. The democratic, collaborative nature of PAR
methodology allowed the research process to mirror the transformative nature of HRE.
Teachers reflected, problem-posed, collected and analyzed data, and finally implemented
an action component to effect change. The research team moved from critical reflection
to critical understanding and finally to critical action to bring our research to a larger
audience.
This study followed the three distinct phases of PAR in which every team member
was involved. Through each phase, the team of researchers used a democratic group

54
decision-making process. The research combined investigation, an educational process
for the researchers, reflection, and collective action (Maguire, 1987).
Phase 1. The teacher research team built relationships with each other and
collectively decided upon problems to be investigated; the team developed group and
individual research questions related to issues of social justice and human rights
education faced in schools and classrooms. As the university researcher, I provided a
degree of structure to guide the dialogue and served as the coordinator of meeting times
and locations. The team identified collective challenges faced by the whole team and
individual challenges at their school and work sites. Readings on the PAR process and
related projects provided background knowledge and examples to guide the team.
Phase 2. In the investigation and analysis phase, the team narrowed the focus of
the research and chose methods of data collection that specifically addressed the team
research problem as well as their individual projects. Phase 2 also required the group to
make decisions about how use the data in order to gain knowledge from the results.
Phase 3. Based on reflection on Phases 1 and 2, and on the research results, the
team developed action components to the research process. The action components were
designed to bring the results and conclusions of the research to a larger audience and to
parallel and illuminate the team’s research problem. After actions were implemented, the
team reflected on the impact and effectiveness and planned additional actions.
The phases of PAR are closely tied to critical consciousness and are embedded in
the theoretical framework of this study and in Freire’s (1970) problem-posing method.
The researchers reflected on and investigated the realities of HRE individually and
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collaboratively in order to create change. The team developed as a community of
transformative intellectuals, creating an educational space devoted to critique and social
change (Giroux, 1988). By making group decisions about the specifics of the study, the
process was interactive. As a team, we decided upon the most meaningful and effective
structure for team meetings and each team member contributed in her areas of strength
and interest. Lastly, by engaging in PAR methodology our research team embodied
Freire’s (1970, 1973) belief that critical reflection and action can move us closer to the
truth of reality, and eventually help to bring about change. The team became an ongoing,
collaborative group that continued beyond the research period to support individual and
collective transformation.
Research Setting
Our PAR team consisted of teachers working and living in four counties in the
diverse San Francisco Bay Area: Alameda, Marin, San Francisco, and San Mateo. Census
data from 2010 revealed a total Bay Area population of just over seven million people. Of
these seven million residents, 42 percent classified themselves as White, 24 percent as
Latino or Hispanic, 23 percent as Asian, six percent as Black or African American, three
and a half percent as mixed race, and less than one percent as American Indian, Pacific
Islander, or ‘some other race.’ In 2010, 17 percent of the population of the Bay Area was
made up of school-age children between five and 17 years old. The region is also home to
a large number of immigrant families many of whom speak a language other than English
at home. As shown in Table 1, these counties differed greatly in population demographics
and income levels.
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Table 1
Demographics
County

Population Foreign
born (%)

Speak language
other than English
at home (%)

Median
Income

Alameda

1,510,271

30.1

40.1

$68,863

Marin

252,409

18.3

22.4

$87,728

San Francisco

805,235

34.4

44.3

$70,040

San Mateo

718,451

33.3

44.0

$84,426

Socioeconomic data for the counties in the research setting revealed incomes
significantly above the national median household income of $51,425. However, these
four counties experienced a relatively high degree of income inequality and the region
was consistently ranked among the top ten least affordable places to live (Bay Area
Alliance, 2004). “In 2001, less than a quarter of housing in the Bay Area was affordable
to median income families” (Bay Area Alliance, 2004, p. 4) and that number has likely
increased as the U.S. economy has faltered. These figures suggest a region with pockets
of wealth and pockets of poverty.
The co-researchers in the study worked in schools representing a wide range of
diversity in ethnicity, socio-economic levels, and approaches to learning. An
understanding of the demographics of the schools where the four co-researchers teach is
essential contextual information for the study. Demographics were obtained from the
California Department of Education’s (2011) School Accountability Report Cards and
from information presented on school websites. As I was not working full time in
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education during the research, I have only included the workplaces of the four other
team members. Their school sites and programs have been assigned pseudonyms.
Because Gabriela’s program, Urban Youth Mentors works in multiple Oakland high
schools, I selected one school with representative demographics rather than listing all
seven schools.
Table 2
Researchers’ School Information
School

Type

Grades

County

# of
Students

College
Academy
Centennial
Middle

Private

9-12

Public

6-8

Non-public
Students
with
Disabilities
Public

K-8

San
Francisco
San
Mateo
San
Francisco
Alameda

Rosewood
School
Garfield
High

9-12

350

%
Students
of Color
32

%
Socioeconomic
Disadvantage
Unknown

832

40

5

23

87

100

1594

85
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Since we lived in locations spread around the San Francisco Bay Area, research
team meetings took place in the homes of research team members as well as at the
University of San Francisco. The meeting locations were planned to be as convenient and
comfortable as possible for the team members.
Co-Researchers/Participants
This study employed a research team of teachers as well as a larger pool of
participants based on each teacher’s individual research project. The PAR research team
was made up of four Bay Area teachers working with diverse student populations. As the
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fifth member of the team and university researcher, I collaborated with the coresearchers, organized meeting times, recorded and transcribed meetings, and ultimately
chronicled and reported on the process and results of our study.
The teachers were selected through a variety of networks: through the University
of San Francisco and my own personal contacts. Participant selection was based upon
teacher interest, ability to commit to the research period, and a demonstrated commitment
to HRE and SJ teaching. All of the teacher co-researchers had previously implemented SJ
based curricula and approaches and had varying degrees of experience with HRE.
The teacher research team represented a diverse group of women with varying
degrees of teaching experience and subject area expertise. Table 3 provides more specific
information on each team member and the following chapter (IV) gives more complete
profiles of each educator and our teaching context. Pseudonyms were used for the
teachers’ names when requested.
Table 3
Team Members
Name

Subject Area

Grade level

County

Years teaching

Shawn

Music

Middle School

San Mateo

7

Gabriela

Leadership

High School

Alameda

7

Kate

Self-contained

Amy

Svc. Learning

High School

San Francisco

9

Page

Literacy/Writing

Various

Marin/
San Francisco

14

Middle School San Francisco

5
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This study also involved additional participants based on each teacher’s
individual PAR project. These participants included the colleagues and teachers who
worked with research team members, students in the classes and schools of the research
team members, participants in programs conducted by the researchers, and community
members from the areas where the team members worked and lived.
Data Collection Procedures
The data collection period took place from November 2011 until September 2012.
The research team met at least once per month between November and June, with
additional collaborative meetings and observations between team meetings. Each meeting
was structured to begin with a personal check-in from each team member followed by an
agenda agreed upon by the team. The meeting activities and phases of PAR are described
month by month in Table 4.
Table 4
Research Timeline
Month
November 2011

Phase of PAR
1

December 2011

1

January 2012

1/2

February 2012

2

Research Objectives
Convened team, initial conversations,
relationship building, explored research
problems
Continued conversation of research problems,
explored how each team member incorporated
HRE/SJ
Proposed research questions based on problems,
decided on data collection methods, began
collecting data
Finalized team and individual research
questions, explored how team and individuals
would engage in PAR
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March 2012

2

Investigation, data collection through team and
individual PAR projects, researcher site visits

April 2012

2

Data collection, analysis, discussion of
emerging themes, dialogue about action
component

May 2012

2/3

Continued data analysis, development of action
component, researcher reflections

June 2012

3

Wrap-up team meetings, develop ongoing goals,
finalized and implemented action component;

Meeting Transcripts and Communication
Data was drawn from a variety of sources, which evolved as the research team
engaged in the PAR process. The actual research process generated the largest volume of
data through the recordings and transcriptions of monthly team meetings. Meetings and
conversations were recorded electronically and saved on a hard drive and external flash
drive. Later I manually transcribed the meetings. By doing the transcribing, I maintained
a personal connection to the data. Email correspondence among team members between
meetings was also printed and utilized as data. Emails served to clarify information
generated during meetings or chronicle discussions of schedules or research question
revision. Both the meeting transcriptions and communication between and among the
team members were conversational, reflecting the dialogic nature of the PAR process.
Teacher Observations and Reflections
Additional data included my observations of the team members in their school
and teaching settings to gain a richer picture of them as teachers and to learn more about
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their individual PAR projects. These observations were scheduled at the convenience
of the team members, and we tried to find an observation time that would reflect their
overall work as educators as well as highlight the work involved in their mini-PAR
projects. In the observations, I categorized notes into areas of teaching about, for, and
through human rights.
At the end of the research period, the co-researchers also completed written selfreflections that addressed the PAR process, group research questions, and their individual
projects. These reflections were written between July and September 2012. Finally,
samples of student work, course curricula, and program information provided further
data. The data gathered and knowledge generated in this study mirrored the collaborative,
reflective, and transformative nature of PAR.
Data Analysis
Data analysis was an important tool in honestly representing the voices of the
teacher researchers throughout the PAR process. While some data analysis methods were
decided upon and revealed through PAR, several methods were inherent to the process
itself. Conversations of the research team at team meetings were recorded and
transcribed. Data triangulation was used to compare data from a variety of sources
including: meeting transcripts, correspondence among team members, my site
observations and field notes, and the co-researchers’ written reflections. These data
sources were then analyzed and color-coded for emerging themes based on the team
research questions and those for each of the teacher co-researchers. Each theme and
research question was given a separate color. Multiple readings of the data were
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conducted to reveal additional information and provide specific examples supporting
the generative themes. Triangulation of data also helped to provide multiple examples
and explanation for generative themes (Mathison, 1988). The thematically categorized
data was then organized to fit within headings and sub-headings of Chapter IV (The
Research Team) and Chapter V (Findings).
As the university researcher and main author of this dissertation research, I did the
bulk of the work in analyzing data and writing up the findings of the study. However,
each researcher read Chapters IV, V, and VI to ensure that the final analysis and
discussion accurately portrayed them, their impressions and experience of the team
process, and their work on individual PAR projects.
Protection of Human Subjects
Prior to beginning the research process, I obtained approval from the University
of San Francisco’s Institutional Review Board for the Protection of Human Subjects. All
necessary precautions were taken to protect the identity of co-researchers and their
students. First name pseudonyms were used for the teacher researchers, their students,
colleagues, and schools, unless participants consented to using real names. Each teacher
was responsible for obtaining any necessary permission to conduct her mini-PAR project
within her school or organization.
Background of the Researcher
The human experience along with the suffering and struggles of people in the
U.S. and around the world have captivated me since my childhood. In rural North
Carolina, where I grew up, I witnessed racial and socio-economic inequalities on a daily
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basis. Our neighbors included poor, working class, and middle class families, both
Black and White. On the school bus and the playground, I noticed that kids segregated
themselves by race. When my dad coached soccer, we made the rounds an hour before
games, picking up kids, Black and White, whose families did not have a car. The racial
divisions of the South and economic disparities existed close to the surface during my
early years. From my vantage point as a White child of relative privilege, I began to
question racial and socio-economic differences.
As I entered middle school, my family moved to a more suburban area in another
part of the state. I attended a private school to avoid a three-hour a day round trip bus ride
and remained there through high school. The culture of the school and community was
extremely different than what I had experienced. I was surrounded by primarily White
middle to upper-middle class, and a few very wealthy, students. Achievement and college
attendance were a given rather than the exception. In our small classes, teachers engaged
students in honest and critical discussions. In my U.S. History class, we read Zinn’s
(1980) A People’s History of the United States alongside our Advanced Placement
textbook and learned to look at history from multiple perspectives.
While I never felt quite comfortable in the social context of private school, I was
academically challenged and well prepared for college at the University of North
Carolina-Chapel Hill. I knew from a young age that I wanted to teach, and volunteered at
a local Head Start while taking classes in psychology and elementary education. My
student teaching experience was in a second grade class at a rural school, with a
population not that different from my own elementary school. The economic and racial
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tensions of my own school years were still present.
Moving to California after graduation, I was faced with another set of racial and
economic struggles. One of my first jobs was as an environmental educator working with
urban youth in San Francisco’s Bayview Hunter’s Point and with Latino students in San
Francisco’s Excelsior District. While the context was different, the issues of inequality
were familiar. As I moved into classroom teaching, and later into work as a literacy
specialist, my focus remained on academically, racially, and socio-economically
disadvantaged students. Throughout my professional career, I have consistently
reinvented myself; however, through all these changes, the value of human relationships
with students, families, and colleagues has remained at the core of my teaching
philosophy.
All of my experiences, whether on the school bus, in the classroom, or in
communities where I lived and worked, compelled me to work towards justice and
equality. Entering the doctoral program at USF in the International & Multicultural
Education department's first semester of the human rights emphasis now seems
serendipitous. The connections in HRE between local and transnational struggles
resonated deeply with me. Examination and analysis of UN documents gave me a
language to talk about the struggles and inequalities that weighed on my mind and heart.
HRE addressed current issues, while encouraging a deeper consideration of underlying
causes and impacts. Early in my course work, I traveled to Rwanda to assist a colleague
with teacher training and met with university students to talk about human rights.
Experiencing the resilience and hope of Rwandan people, alongside the tangible pain and
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trauma of the country, reinforced my dedication to human rights and the promotion of
HRE principles in the U.S. and around the world.
Through classes focused on human rights content and research, I came to see an
urgent need for relevant HRE in schools at local, national, and international levels. I came
to this research from the front lines of education in both public and private schools with a
belief that the transformative nature of HRE has a great deal to offer students and
teachers. Still a teacher at heart as I moved more into the role of researcher, I wanted this
research to provide a space where classroom teachers determined the content and
direction of the research. As a university researcher with experience in methods of data
collection and analysis as well as a strong background in human rights, I provided
guidance and support as the research team delved into issues of HRE. As an educator and
researcher, I was personally transformed by participating in the research team. It was an
honor and a privilege to work alongside my co-researchers as transformative intellectuals.
I hope that the voices, experiences, and social justice work of the teacher-researchers on
this team helped to enrich and expand the field of HRE in the U.S.
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CHAPTER IV
THE RESEARCH TEAM
“While each of our experiences was unique, it was great to hear from other educators
about working in different settings.”
(Kate, Reflection, September 5, 2012)
To better understand the findings of the research team, it is helpful to look more
closely at each educator’s personal experiences, individual teaching context, and research
interests. In this chapter a portrait of each teacher and an explanation of the development
of the researchers’ individual PAR projects provide a backdrop for answers to the
research questions, which are addressed in Chapter V (Findings). A brief biography is
offered to paint a fuller picture of each member of the team. The descriptions of each
teacher’s context and classroom offer examples of how they teach about, for, and through
human rights and the issues they face with students and colleagues every day. The
descriptions are drawn from biographies the researchers provided, demographic
information about their schools and communities, personal stories from meeting
transcripts, and the teachers’ written reflections.
The portraits of the teacher researchers in this chapter lead up to the point where
each chose an individual research project; the remainder of the research process and
findings are presented in Chapter V. Through the cyclical and democratic process of PAR
the research team decided to take two paths to pursue research questions and data
collection – one that encompassed the entire team and their use of HRE and SJ education
with students – and another in which each researcher took her own direction to look more
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deeply at an issue relevant to her own teaching setting. At the second group meeting in
December 2011, Amy offered the suggestion that each team member select a mini-PAR
project. The term mini-PAR came to represent the co-researchers’ individual projects,
though these projects were by no means small. It was a way to envision the team
members’ projects within our larger PAR process. Figure 1 provides a graphic
representation of our individual roles within the collaborative PAR team.

Figure 1. Roles and projects of the PAR team researchers.
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By the January 2012 meeting, the team decided that each month the teacher
researchers would provide an update on the development and progress of their individual
projects, have an opportunity to ask questions, and gather feedback from the rest of the
team. Additional meeting time would be left open for overarching discussions of HRE
and related approaches, the education system, and other issues as they arose. Shawn
clarified, “We have sort of two levels of PAR going on here, right? We have the larger
issue of teachers in the Bay Area exploring issues of social justice and our mini [PAR]
projects are like our [personal] data gathering” (January 25, 2012).
Research Questions Develop
Next it became necessary to look at how research questions would evolve based
on the team’s decision to conduct multiple levels of PAR. I offered, “Maybe we would
have one overarching research question that applies to our work together about teachers
creating change . . . and then each of you would have one personal research question that
was more specific to what you are actually doing” (January 25, 2012). As we moved
forward in the research, having this framework was helpful in seeing our work on two
levels – the larger research team and each researcher’s individual PAR project. We
decided to keep our overall team research questions broad enough to encompass each
teacher’s project. The two questions were:
1. How does this group of educators engage with youth about human rights and
social justice issues?
2. How does this group of educators connect human rights and social justice to
issues that affect youth in their lives and communities?
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Additional clarification was needed to understand the essential components of
PAR with our population of educators. Shawn wondered whether her project, which
would involve staff members at the middle school where she taught, represented a
legitimate group for PAR. I suggested:
I think it’s [PAR is] with anyone who doesn’t have a voice and doesn’t have much
power. And in school dynamics, how often do teachers really get input into. . .
what they really think is important to address in their schools? (February 9, 2012)
Amy continued, “and it is still the principles of reflection, investigation, action. The
principles of what it [PAR] is are this cyclical process which seems like what you are
doing” (February 9, 2012). The group agreed that we would use this understanding of
PAR to proceed within our group and individual research. The remaining sections of this
chapter are dedicated to each individual research team member.
Shawn: Building a Movement to Eliminate Middle School Bullying
Shawn’s early years were spent in the Midwest pursuing her passion and talent for
music. She was the child of middle class White parents and attended public school. She
went to a small college in Wisconsin and studied music, music education, and Spanish.
After college, Shawn taught English to children and adults for one year in Mexico. Upon
returning to the U.S., she moved to California and began teaching music at the
elementary and middle school levels in San Mateo County, south of San Francisco. She
also designed and taught a summer program for migrant students in the county where
students explored issues of immigration and cultural differences through literature, art,
journaling, classroom guests and a final technology-based project. In her current position,
Shawn teaches band, orchestra, chorus and jazz band with a focus on culturally diverse
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repertoires. She earned an MA from the University of San Francisco in International
and Multicultural Education in 2011. Shawn also continues to play music with local
orchestras and bands. She lives south of San Francisco with her husband who is MexicanAmerican.
As a music teacher at Centennial, a large comprehensive middle school south of
San Francisco, Shawn’s school was in close proximity to Silicon Valley, the technology
hub of the country. With only 5 percent of students from socio-economically
disadvantaged backgrounds, the students came from families of relative wealth and
privilege. She related stories of students who stayed at the Four Seasons Hotel on
vacation or came to class proclaiming they were still on “European time” (April 11,
2012). However, these students were not immune to struggles and challenges.
During the 2010-2011 school year, Centennial experienced an incident that caused
staff and parents to question the safety of their students and look more closely at the issue
of bullying. A special needs student had been taunted and humiliated on the school bus by
several students over a period of more than a month. When the issue finally came to light,
the school community was divided over how to address it. A small group of committed
staff members were disturbed by the events, but saw an opening to address bullying and
safety on campus. Shawn and several of her colleagues began to meet to discuss the
bullying incident, school climate, and discipline.
Forming a Committee
Shawn and a small group of colleagues met after school on a semi-regular basis.
Though it was difficult to find a consistent meeting time, they found a weekly time to
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meet for about 30 minutes before a staff meeting. Each teacher was looking at the
challenges faced in the school from a different perspective; some believed the students
needed clearer expectations to address behaviors while others saw the underlying issues
of creating change within the school community, improving school climate, and
cultivating an environment to prevent bullying. Shawn shared,
I felt like there was a sort of a beginning of a community that was seeing – we
need to address this. So in terms of finding allies, it was really important to me
that there were other people on staff who were just as uncomfortable with what
was going on as I was. (November 16, 2011)
They took several positive steps. The committee members enlisted students to conduct a
survey to see where and when they experienced or witnessed bullying. The students
found that the majority of incidents occurred on the school bus, in the lunchroom, and in
school hallways. They shared this information with the rest of the school’s staff and
administration.
Nevertheless, the group faced obstacles; the small number of staff involved did
not have the time to take the students’ survey to the next level; the administration was not
giving the committee the attention and support needed to build momentum within the
staff as a whole; and there was no clear leader to restart the group during the 2011-2012
school year. Shawn struggled with the lack of follow-through; “I haven’t even started it
up again this year and there is part of me that feels really guilty because I know I
probably could” (November 16, 2011).
Rebuilding the Momentum
At our December 2011 team meeting, Shawn reported that she received an email
from the school dean asking if she would like to initiate the committee meetings again.
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She saw that as an opening and opportunity to rebuild the momentum of the group with
the express purpose of addressing school climate. She recognized that simply meeting
and talking about issues pertinent to students’ safety and emotional well being was a step
in the right direction even though they hadn’t experienced the level of success she would
have liked in that first year. By the January 2012 meeting, Shawn had decided that
revitalizing the committee and building a movement within the school community would
become her individual PAR project. She planned to chart the progress of the committee,
gather data from committee meetings, and report back to the group on their discussions
and actions.
Building the movement would have its drawbacks, though. Casting a wider net
meant accepting and integrating each committee member’s vision of what was most
important to the school and deciding how to move forward. “I don’t know if the focus is
. . .building a movement of teachers towards a positive goal or building a community
movement” (Shawn, December 7, 2011). Shawn reflected, “The advantage to having a
larger umbrella is that you get more people and you have a larger movement, but the
disadvantage is that people have different ideas and it is a little bit more unwieldy”
(January 25, 2012).
As the committee came back together, Shawn volunteered to research antibullying programs. “On the one hand . . . we need to build something organic that fits our
school. On the other, it’s like everyone and their mother has an anti-bullying program
with booklets and trainings and speakers. Why can’t we choose from that?” (Shawn,
January 25, 2012). She had connected with Not in Our School (NIOS), a non-profit
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organization that worked with students and educators to respond to and prevent hate
and bullying.
It [NIOS] is a philosophy based upon the idea that safe and inclusive school
environments are created when the entire community is aware of and takes action
to address exclusionary or hurtful attitudes or acts that occur both in public and
private. (Not in Our School, 2012)
NIOS was being used successfully in schools in a nearby community and seemed like a
good fit. Other action steps for Shawn included setting up a regular meeting time with
colleagues, communicating with administrators about presenting to the staff during
professional development time, and personally developing her research questions.
Kate: Cultivating Youth Voice and Engagement
Kate grew up in suburban Virginia outside Washington, DC. A member of a White
middle class family, she attended public schools. After high school, she went to a small
liberal arts college in New England where she studied educational psychology. She began
her teaching career while studying abroad in Kingston, Jamaica working with students
who had learning disabilities. She taught a mixed-age class in a storage closet converted
to a makeshift classroom. After graduation, Kate participated in the Washington, DC
Teaching Fellows program and taught a self-contained class of emotionally disturbed
(ED) students while earning her MA. She was drawn to this population of students and
thrived on the unpredictability and humor that characterized every day in the classroom.
After earning her MA, Kate moved to California where she has taught for the past five
years at a small school for ED students. She stated in her biography that she wanted to
teach her students all the things her teachers avoided. Kate, a lesbian, lives with her
partner in San Francisco. She is an avid cyclist and a drummer in a local punk band.
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The unique learning environment at Rosewood, Kate’s non-public school in
San Francisco allowed an “enormous amount of freedom in the materials and curriculum”
presented to students (Kate, Reflection, September 5, 2012). Non-public schools serve a
niche of students in the special education population who have not experienced success in
the public school classroom. Kate’s students have specific behavioral, emotional, and
learning issues and many have experienced trauma at a young age. Her class size during
the 2011-2012 school year was between eight and nine students with a number of adult
support staff present in the room at all times. The students, all of whom qualified as
socio-economically disadvantaged, came from “some of the most marginalized
communities in the Bay Area” and experience the daily challenges of living with mental
health disabilities (California Department of Education, 2011; Kate, Reflection,
September 5, 2012).
Kate taught all subjects to her students and created or adapted all of her
curriculum and materials to meet the needs of individual students and to “present material
that matters in their lives” (Kate, Reflection, September 5, 2012). At the February team
meeting, Kate relayed a conversation she had with her students about the work of the
research team. “We pretty much focus our work on social justice and human rights all the
time. They were like—yeah that’s true even in math” (February 9, 2012). The class
examined “historical and current systems of power, but . . . are also able to discuss and
practice ways they [students] can be empowered within these systems” (Kate, Reflection,
September 5, 2012). Her classroom was a vibrant, democratic space where students and
staff treated each other with respect (Researcher observation, March 15, 2012).
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Flexibility Has Its Challenges
As Kate honed in on an individual project, it was clear that her students would be
at the center of her mini-PAR. Their daily focus on power, oppression, and the democratic
environment of the classroom provided an opening for students to decide the specific
content direction of the project. However, despite the high level of student engagement
with issues of social justice and human rights, Kate found follow-through to the point of
action difficult with her students. As the team discussed possible projects, she shared,
“Part of me is a little concerned about their lack of motivation to follow through with
things” (January 25, 2012). While the students were eager to discuss problems, they had a
hard time coming up with solutions. The team suggested her class project build in smaller
action components where the students could quickly experience tangible results and see
the impact of their actions.
Kate’s mini-PAR project would also need to be flexible in its timing and
application. With students frequently leaving the classroom for therapy and appointments,
the project needed not only to take place at a consistent time when the whole class was
present, but also to fill extra time when only part of the class was present. During the
January 2012 meeting, Kate committed to looking at her schedule to carve out consistent
work time for the project. She also planned to discuss the project with her students more
deeply so they could decide on a project focus as a group.
The Blog Is Born
At the February 2012 meeting, Kate reported back on project discussions with her
students. As a class, they made a list of ways they could share their thoughts and feelings

76
about issues important in the world and in their lives. Some students wanted to write a
play, but others were not enthusiastic. “The thing they seemed most into was a blog”
(Kate, February 9, 2012). As the blog discussion progressed, it became clear the students
wanted it to be high quality. One student responded, “I don’t want to do it again if it’s
crappy like last time” (February 9, 2012). She assured them that this attempt at blogging
would be more polished and attractive than a limited classroom application they had tried
the year before. Kate believed the motivation of using computers and the Internet would
rope in even reluctant students.
Kate reasoned that the blog would naturally have the flexibility needed in her
classroom setting.
I think people [students] are interested really different things and so this way they
can work together to decide how it looks and what to put on it; but then everyone
gets to do their own thing. They are all at such different levels. (Kate, February 9,
2012)
The students could blog using a variety of media including images, artwork, YouTube
videos, current event articles, and their own reflections. Kate envisioned the blog moving
between independent work, in which students could delve into research on community
issues or areas of interest, or whole-group work on more teacher-directed projects when
needed. “If it’s losing steam on their independent level I can say – today . . . I need you to
find a country where the leader was ousted by a coup recently and see what they come up
with” (Kate, February 9, 2012).
The team agreed that the blog would meet the requirements Kate had for a miniPAR with her students: it could be flexibly scheduled in her day and throughout the
curriculum; students would have the freedom to pursue their areas of interest in greater
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depth and using multiple methods; and it would bring the students’ work to a wider
audience almost immediately. The idea of the blog also embodied the tenets of PAR. Kate
and her students would be reflecting, investigating, and taking action all through their
work on the blog. Since I had some experience with using a blog with my own students,
Kate and I set up a time to meet separately to discuss and create her student blog and on a
Saturday afternoon at a San Francisco café, the blog was born.
Amy: Incorporating PAR into High School Service Learning
An average working class neighborhood in a Bay Area community was Amy’s
home growing up. Born to a Nicaraguan-American father and American mother, her
family was bicultural. She attended public school through her sophomore year in high
school. Her public high school was plagued by budget shortfalls and violence, so her
parents decided to send her to a Catholic high school. Frustrated in her new school, Amy
was chosen to participate in an academic outreach program that would eventually put her
on the path to attend the University of California. She worked through college as an
administrative assistant to make extra money. After graduation, she studied and worked
as a teacher in Spain for four years teaching English and other subjects at several schools.
Returning to the U.S., she taught middle school social studies while earning her MA in
International & Multicultural Education. Anxious for further study and travel, she
enrolled in another MA program in Thailand to study human rights. Her research there
led her to work with students in Nepal examining human rights and peace education
through participatory action research with teens. While in Nepal, she also met her
husband, an ethnic Nepali man who grew up in Burma. Amy returned to the Bay Area
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and again taught middle school social studies to a diverse population of students at a
Catholic school. Just before the research team began, Amy accepted a new job leading a
service learning program at a private independent high school. She was also working
towards her doctorate.
An Established Service Learning Program
As the service learning coordinator for College Academy, an independent high
school in San Francisco, Amy worked with mostly students of privilege. Their families
were middle to upper class in a city where even the median income is almost $20,000
above the national average (Bay Area Alliance, 2004). Amy spoke candidly about the fact
that her majority White students were likely to assume positions of power in the future.
She expressed how important it was to incorporate social justice into her teaching with
students who may not witness racial or economic injustice in their daily lives. Within a
varied and rich curriculum that included classes such as Russian Literature, Election
2012, and Neurobiology, her school had also prioritized a four-year service learning
curriculum. The school was committed to developing students’ sense of social
responsibility and encouraged them to take an active role in their education (College
Academy website, 2012).
The service learning program spanned all four years of high school. Beginning in
the ninth grade, students were immersed in explorations of identity and ethnic studies; the
following year they broadened to the community, gaining “an understanding of social
class and beginning to understand what a community organization is” (Amy, February 9,
2012). Sophomores engaged in group service projects to prepare them for independent
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projects the following year. In 11th grade, the students learned about identity and self in
relation to dynamics of power, privilege, relationships, and social justice while engaging
in independent service projects. During their senior year, students continued their
community service at organizations of their choice. All of these service learning
experiences in and out of the classroom were directed towards the development of social
and political awareness (College Academy website, 2012).
Making Senior Service Learning Count
As the research team reflected on their personal projects, Amy was working on
evaluating her school’s senior service learning curriculum. Under the current curriculum,
12th graders were doing independent volunteer work, but were not enrolled in an actual
class. Amy and her colleagues felt these placements were “falling back to a traditional
notion of service as just completing hours without a deeper understanding of the issues”
(Amy, Reflection, July 9, 2012). Seniors were often on campus using their service
learning hours as study hall rather than responsibly engaging in their placements. A new
senior class curriculum began to develop – one that would incorporate an investigative
process looking at the issues facing the organizations and communities where the
students volunteered. Amy hoped to incorporate student PAR projects into these
investigations so that students could follow their interests and passions to look more
deeply into issues that mattered to them.
There was much work to do, from gaining approval from her department and the
school to rewrite the senior curriculum to ensuring sufficient classroom space and staff to
teach the senior course. However, Amy was committed to make the school’s four-year
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service learning curriculum a deep experience that spanned each student’s entire high
school career. She envisioned a process where students would actively apply their service
learning experiences from the first three years and be empowered to conduct further
research on issues that really mattered to them and their communities before graduation.
Gabriela: Learning from Experience – Urban Youth Mentorship
Born in Manila, the Philippines, Gabriela came to the U.S. when she was young
and grew up in the San Francisco Bay Area. She attended public schools and was active
in the arts. From a large Filipino family, she was one of the first to go to college.
Obtaining an AA in liberal arts from community college, she then transferred to a
California State University and studied psychology. A self-described “queer womyn of
color,” (Gabriela, Personal Communication, October 12, 2012) her first work in teaching
was engaging students in critical pedagogy and developing lessons and curricula through
a community organization focused on the education of Filipino (a) students in the Bay
Area. She continued to serve on the board of directors for this organization, though her
work led her to another non-profit. During the study Gabriela worked as a program
director for Urban Youth Mentors (UYM) providing peer mentorship to Oakland youth
with the goal of increasing graduation and college attendance rates. In 2010, she earned
her MA in International & Multicultural Education while working full-time. Gabriela’s
life modeled dedication to her work and youth. She spent evening and weekends planning
and attending youth events and board meetings. Despite her busy schedule, she found
time for creative writing that reflected her unique perspective.
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Students Teaching Students
The branch of the UYM that Gabriela directed was developed in response to
needs identified by Oakland youth themselves. It consisted of an “academic peercounseling program to engage hundreds of youth leaders in providing academic
information, support and motivation to 3,000 freshmen annually and increase the
graduation and college eligibility rates of underrepresented students of color”
(Organization website, 2012). Gabriela had worked in her current position for three years
as the peer-mentoring program has grown and was responsible for training and guidance
of staff and student mentors, training of partner teachers at school sites, development and
maintenance of the program curriculum, and coordination of program evaluation.
Through a series of workshops embedded in another high school course such as social
studies or leadership, the peer mentors were trained to provide counseling to their fellow
students in course selection, college track requirements, and creating an academic plan.
In weekly workshops, the student mentors learned how to provide support to
fellow students in an engaging way. The mentors gained leadership skills while reflecting
on their own high school choices and future path. In sessions like Choose Your Own
Future, they learned to help others choose high school courses to put them on a path to
college. Gabriela and her program coordinators modeled leadership and public speaking
skills and gave the young mentors numerous opportunities to practice and rehearse
workshops before they actually meet with other students. They studied fictional scenarios
to learn how to effectively advise their peers.
Gabriela’s program at UYM has experienced a great degree of success. At the
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individual high schools, the number of students participating has grown. The program
has expanded to reach more students in Oakland and there was talk of replicating it in
other communities. During the research period, a separate study was being conducted by
researchers from a prominent university in the San Francisco Bay Area to examine the
approach and impact of the program.
Alumni-Student Mentorship
The 2011-2012 school year marked the first time Gabriela’s organization worked
directly with alumni of the program. Alumni mentors partnered with current student
mentors to bring the program to additional schools. These young adults, enrolled in
college classes, were paid $50 per workshop and increased the UYM’s capacity to reach
more students in Oakland. They represented a new experience for the organization,
bringing together graduates and current students from different high schools in different
parts of Oakland. “A lot of people said that can’t happen; there is too much rivalry,”
however the alumni and student mentors partnerships showed positive outcomes
(Gabriela, January 25, 2012).
When the research team reflected on topics for their individual projects, Gabriela
felt most drawn to this new partnership of alumni and current youth teaching at schools
that were not their own. She saw that these mentors had come to “a different place in
their leadership development” (Gabriela, January 25, 2012). Gabriela decided to bring
together this group of alumni to reflect on their experiences. She had some questions to
pose to the group, but also wanted to leave the research open enough that they could
choose their own directions. Some of the questions she hoped would be answered
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included:
How do the leaders define mentorship? How has their experience [as mentors] . . .
impacted the way they see themselves? What obstacles do Oakland youth face
that prevent them from stepping into leadership roles? What suggestions do the
alumni mentors have to improve the program? (Gabriela, April 11, 2012)
Like Kate’s project, Gabriela’s work with the alumni mentors would need to be flexible;
they were all busy working students and gathering them for regular in-person meetings
would be difficult.
PAR with the Alumni Mentors
After meeting with a small group of the alumni mentors, Gabriela’s individual
project began to take shape. The young adults were not only interested in looking at how
they had changed and examining UYM’s programs, but they also wanted to look more
closely about their assumptions and understandings of each other. Gabriela had not
anticipated that this would be a focus of their research and reflections, but wanted them to
follow their curiosity. The mentors were intrigued by the relationships they had formed
with each other and their experiences working together at other high schools outside their
own neighborhoods.
The group decided that a social networking site like Tumblr might meet their
needs. On the site, the young adults could journal about their teaching experiences, ask
questions to each other, and use a variety of media including images and video. Gabriela
agreed to let them use the laptop in her office to write and record their reflection entries.
The timing could be flexible – they could post their thoughts whenever they had time and
could come by the office when it was convenient for them.
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Page: Telling the Story of the Team
My biographical information is found in Chapter III, but here I profile how I came
to this research and describe my work during the research period, both within and outside
the team. In Spring 2010, as I completed my second year working full time as a
classroom teacher and taking doctoral level courses, I began to suffer from fatigue.
Usually an extremely healthy person, my immune system was weakened by long hours of
work and lack of sleep. After extended days of teaching during the week, I was faced
with nights and weekends of university classes, extensive reading, research, and paper
writing. I knew something needed to change. I reassessed my goals; I had committed to a
doctoral program and I wanted to see it through, but I questioned who I would be outside
of a school or classroom. Teaching had been so closely tied to my identity for all of my
adult life, and I was worried about how I would make ends meet financially.
The transition was difficult, but necessary. I shifted my focus to completing my
doctorate and began to think about dissertation research that would be the culminating
experience of graduate school. At the time I was writing HRE curriculum for coursework
and use in the classroom. I envisioned my doctoral research as a classroom case study of
HRE curriculum implementation.
Dissertation Research Development
During the dissertation proposal course in Spring 2011, the professor, Dr. Taylor,
encouraged me to think more broadly about HRE research beyond the impact of one
curriculum in one classroom. After a couple of sleepless nights, I had the realization that I
wanted teachers of HRE and SJ at the center of my research. At the same time I was
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enrolled in Dr. Koirala-Azad’s participatory research class and was intrigued by PAR. I
talked with my professors and classmates about how I could blend PAR with the use of
teacher participants. From there, the study began to take shape.
Securing the teachers on the research team was an initial challenge. After casting
a broad net through a variety of networks, the teachers who ultimately committed to the
team knew me through personal connections. Shawn, Amy, Gabriela and I were all
graduate students in International & Multicultural Education at USF, Shawn and Gabriela
in the MA program and Amy in the EdD program. I met Kate through a former colleague,
then her supervisor at Rosewood, and she piloted an HRE curriculum I wrote about the
right to education. I was concerned about having only four teachers and the security of
their commitment to the yearlong research.
Once we began to meet as a team, informally in October 2011 and formally after I
received approval from my dissertation committee and IRB, my fears were put to rest.
This dynamic team of teachers was committed to full participation in the research
process. Nevertheless, we faced challenges as a team of five busy educators trying to
make time to meet and engage in research on a regular basis. The ups and downs we
faced in the PAR process are discussed more fully in Chapter V.
Role on the Team
My role on the PAR team was first and foremost as an educator, an insider in our
research community. Cammarota and Fine (2008) highlighted the importance of PAR
team members as stakeholders in a shared community. Our community was one of
teachers working to bring about social change. Though our teaching experiences ranged
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from elementary to high school and in various school settings, we intersected in our
commitment to relevant teaching based in HRE and SJ.
In addition to being a fellow educator, I was also using our PAR work as my
dissertation research. Over the course of the research, in order to focus more fully on our
PAR study, I worked part-time leading professional development workshops for
educators. This flexibility enabled me to coordinate communication among the team
members, schedule team meetings, create meeting agendas, follow-up on concerns and
questions of research team members, observe the teachers in their work settings, and
transcribe and analyze the data. At our January 2012 meeting, we decided each teacher
would pursue a mini-PAR project; I was unsure whether to participate.
I’ve been going back and forth between whether I want to put time into creating a
[mini-] PAR project because I have a couple different options . . . But I also don’t
want to stretch myself too thin and I want to be available to you . . . So the part of
me that wants to dive in and experience it with you is like – oh but I want my own
project, but then I also keep feeling like – wait a minute I am the university
researcher here for our team and part of my role is to hold us as a team and I don’t
want to get myself so immersed in something that I lose that ability. (Page,
January 25, 2012)
The team was unanimous in advising me against taking on an additional PAR project.
Playing multiple roles on the team presented some challenges. I was committed to
maintaining a sense of authenticity to our PAR group, but sometimes it was necessary to
make decisions on my own in order to move the research forward. For example, we
discussed our group research questions during the January and February 2012 team
meetings to hone wording and purpose. However, we decided to not meet in March when
I planned to observe the teachers at their school sites. Because we needed our group
research questions sooner than the April meeting, I finalized the questions on my own
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before sending them to the group for feedback. In instances like this, I questioned
whether I was staying true to PAR. To some extent, I had a greater investment in our
research outcomes than the team members. Yet, overall I believe this PAR process
evolved organically and democratically despite any limitations associated with my dual
roles. I felt honored to work with an amazing team of teachers, participate in the
development of transformational research, and give voice to their experiences.
Summary
This chapter offers a brief glimpse into the life of each of team member and
chronicles the development of the research focus and questions from November 2011 to
February 2012. As the team discussed our lives and teaching, we began to dig more
deeply into what it means to teach from an HRE frame and how each of us engaged with
students around issues of rights and SJ. We also looked at the challenges and problems
that arose when we attempted to engage students and colleagues in issues that are
relevant and urgent.
The four teacher researchers also focused on their own work, closely examining
an issue in their school, classroom, or organization. From a classroom blog to a schoolwide movement to address safety and school climate, each project was personal as well
as inclusive of a larger group of participants. While these projects varied widely in the
topic and participants, there were commonalities that spanned across each project. These
similarities, as well as the differences and unique perspectives of each teacher are
discussed more fully in Chapter V through the findings of the research team.
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CHAPTER V
RESEARCH FINDINGS
“It was PAR that gave us a tool to pick up and dismantle our little piece of education.”
(Gabriela, Reflection, September 13, 2012)
Through our nine-month research period, each member of the team experienced
the power of investigation and reflection to create change. We used our team research
questions as a guide for broad investigation.
1. How does this group of educators engage with youth about human rights and
social justice issues?
2. How does this group of educators connect human rights and social justice to
issues that affect youth in their lives and communities?
In this chapter the findings of the PAR work of the team are examined and analyzed.
Chapter V is divided into the following sections to address overall trends and group
findings and to examine data and observations from the researchers’ individual PAR
projects.
1. Overview of PAR
2. Group Findings and Outcomes
3. Shawn: Building a Movement To Eliminate Middle School Bullying
4. Kate: Cultivating Youth Voice and Engagement
5. Amy: Incorporating PAR into High School Service Learning
6. Gabriela: Learning from Experience - Urban Youth Mentorship
7. Summary: Different Contexts, Similar Themes
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To begin, I provide an overview of the impact of PAR methodology. Next the team
research questions are addressed. In each subsequent section, the individual research
questions of each teacher’s mini-PAR project are discussed. The findings revealed that,
through investigation, reflection, and action, each educator and the team as a whole
propelled research on HRE and SJ forward in new and exciting ways.
Overview: Strengths and Challenges of PAR
Our research had fundamental impact on each member of the group and our work
in education. Meeting as a team over the course of the 2011-2012 school year was
empowering, energizing, and challenging all at once. When the team came together to
present our research to graduate students at the University of San Francisco in August,
2012, Kate shared, “Every time we were going to meet, I thought – no, a meeting
tonight? I don’t think I can do it. But by the time we were all together, talking, sharing,
venting, I never regretted it. I felt energized.” Coordinating the schedules of five busy
educators was not an easy task. There were several meetings where the five of us could
not all be present due to other commitments. Our experience was first and foremost a
human experience. Together we experienced team members’ achievements, celebrations,
disappointments, and health problems. Gabriela wrote, “In my last meeting with the
cohort, I shared what had been going on with my health. While this information was not
public to everyone in my life, I shared it openly. Somehow this small group of teachers
. . . was safe” (Reflection, September 13, 2012). The next section of the findings
chronicles the impact and changes experienced by the research team through the process
of meeting, reflecting, and engaging in PAR.
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Benefits of PAR
Using PAR brought structure as well as flexibility to our work together. In
addition to getting to know one another, we spent our early meetings laying out
definitions of PAR and how to adapt it to meet our needs. Based on readings from Freire
(1970), McTaggart (1989), and others, we developed a shared understanding of PAR.
From the beginning, we saw it as a dynamic process. Gabriela shared, “I like that the
process can change as you go and you know there’s a purpose . . . it is always reflective
and purposeful” (November 16, 2011). Guided by Freire (1970), we committed to the
goals of reflection and action towards a purpose. Democratically, we agreed that for us,
PAR was a “cyclical process of always going back and being able to revisit – what are
our questions, what do we see as a problem? And being able to move back and forth
between those phases of the research and keeping it open-ended” (Page, December 7,
2012). We were curious about what could result from simply bringing this group of
educators together and opening up space for inquiry and reflection.
As early as the first meeting in November 2011, the idea emerged that within our
work as a PAR team, each educator could take her research in a different direction. I
suggested:
Maybe we have one broad question that applies to all of us and then you have
your own individual questions that are more specific to your own site, and you as
a teacher, and what you want to look at in your own practice. (November 16,
2011)
This flexible approach allowed our work to evolve organically from the issues and
problems shared in team meetings.
By February 2012, our group research questions began to take shape. We
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generated ideas, referred back to past meeting topics, and honed broad research
questions that would apply to the work of each member of the team. Each team member
developed research questions that applied to her specific project. We revised questions to
get to the heart of what each teacher and her participants wanted to look into more
deeply. By the end of the February meeting, we had deconstructed our team research and
each teacher’s project and agreed that on a broad and “overall theme . . . [of] how do
youth grapple with issues of social justice?” (Amy, February 9, 2012). Within this
framework, we could look at how we as educators engaged in that process with youth,
related human rights to issues of justice, and connected students to struggles in their lives
and communities. Amy elaborated with more possible questions that could come out of
this approach: “How do youth grapple with it [justice/human rights]? How do they
investigate it? How do they talk about it? How do teachers talk about it with students?
How do students talk about it with each other? How do students take action?” (February
9, 2012)
Team meetings also created a space where the teacher researchers could receive
feedback and support for their individual PAR projects and their teaching. For example,
Shawn wrote, “Seeing allies once a month helped me recognize my own allies closer to
home. I also really appreciated being both accountable to and encouraged by a diverse
group engaged in similar work” (Reflection, August 2, 2012). Early in the PAR process,
the team decided that giving project updates at each meeting would help keep the
teachers on track and accountable in developing their individual projects. The support of
the team carried over into each teacher’s work. Kate reflected the team “provided
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feedback and guidance that could be directly applied to my classroom” (Reflection,
September 5, 2012).
An additional strength of PAR methodology was a commitment to ongoing action
and reflection extending beyond the research timeframe. In April 2012, we formulated
ideas for our action component and revisited the phases of PAR. We saw that the projects
of each individual teacher would continue into the next school year or longer. Our team
meetings laid a foundation for work that would live on. In May 2012 I shared:
One thing I definitely feel is that these [projects] are all gong to go on and
beyond – Not in Our School is growing and becoming part of your [Shawn’s]
school climate. This group of alumni [working with Gabriela] is going to take this
looking at their own practice as they move on to next year . . . And you guys
[Kate and her class] are going to continue blogging. (May 17, 2012)
The May 2012 meeting was also a time for brainstorming how to bring our process,
experiences, and findings to a larger audience. We were invited to present in a Master’s
level research methods class and developed several ideas for conference proposals. One
promising possibility was the American Education Research Association annual
conference to be held in San Francisco in Spring 2013. The team was committed to
reconvening in the future to share our work with other educators and researchers. By
December 2012, the team had been accepted to present at two conferences in Spring
2013, one at the University of San Francisco and the American Education Research
Association.
A Forum for Facing Challenges
The group and the PAR process also became a forum for discussing and working
through the challenges we faced as educators. In her reflection, Amy wrote, “ I think what
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I found most important about the time spent together was being able to talk about what
goes on in education. Not just in our classrooms and schools, but the big picture as well”
(July 9, 2012). These discussions ranged from the overwhelming dysfunction in the
current public school system to finding allies within our own schools and organizations to
just sharing when we had a bad day. As Gabriela put it, “Sometimes you just need a
space where you can talk shit and sometimes you just need to dump and [then] OK now I
can move on” (November 16, 2011). Many of the obstacles we discussed had to do with
the current educational climate, the strain placed upon educators, and the lack of
incentives to develop as teaching professionals. Over the course of the research period,
both Kate and Shawn talked about career changes. They enjoyed their work, but wanted
new inspiration and possibilities. Kate applied to a graduate program at UC Berkeley, and
Shawn began a search for a community organization-based position to encompass her
passion for music and social justice. Shawn summarized, “If you want to move up in the
eyes of anyone, or even in your salary, you have to essentially move to something else”
(November 16, 2011).
When Kate received a rejection letter from the Berkeley program, she shared her
thoughts with the team.
Maybe that is not the place for me and that’s fine. Really I am looking for
something that will improve my work with the kids . . . but I desperately want to
go back to school and be in an environment where people are [learning] . . . . The
main disappointment is that I was kind of looking forward to doing something
different . . . so I kind of have to gear up to become excited about what I am doing
again. (April 11, 2012)
This led to a discussion about the peaks and valleys that come with the teaching
profession. In April 2012, Kate was in a valley; her classroom dynamics were
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challenging, she was facing a school year that extended into mid-July, and she longed
to be back in a setting where she could engage in her own academic pursuits. Shawn had
also realized that a job change would not be likely for the next school year. She shared, “I
am also facing that. OK, I might have this job again next year. How am I going to
reinvent it to be exciting for me and for the kids?” (April 11, 2012). We agreed that
changing curriculum and reinventing old ways of teaching helped to move out of the
valleys back up to the peaks.
Amidst these large and sometimes overwhelming challenges, group discussions
moved between big questions and the day-to-day support that busy educators need.
Shawn commented:
It’s really nice having a . . . once a month check in with other teachers. I find that
even going in to work the next day, being with more reflective of my own
practice. And then you get caught up again. So it was a really good reminder and
it was interesting because the things that I reflected on from our last meeting, I see
them coming to fruition now, a few weeks later. OK so I planted those seeds then,
am I going to see that now? So both in my own practice but also with my
students. (December 7, 2011)
Reflection and working through challenges within the group setting led to personal
reflection and change within the teachers’ work settings. In her written reflection Kate
wrote, “Many stories shared throughout our meetings inspired projects and changes in my
own classroom” (September 5, 2012).
Limitations of PAR
Committing to PAR methodology for the study also involved challenges and
limitations. As the university researcher, I had to position myself in multiple roles. I was
an educator engaging in investigation, reflection, and action with my peers. However, the
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research was the source of data for my dissertation so I had a personal investment in
making the team a success. As the only educator not working full time, I also had more
flexibility to schedule meetings, create agendas, do classroom observations, and keep the
team in communication. This flexible schedule was a form of privilege as it enabled me
to commit my time and energy to the PAR team and our research process.
Each member of the team came to the research with different levels of experience
with PAR. Amy, to whom we looked as our PAR expert, had conducted a PAR project
with Nepali youth for her MA research. She had also used PAR with her middle school
students in San Francisco. Gabriela had read extensively about PAR methodology and
used elements of PAR in her work with youth. Both Shawn and Kate were new to PAR,
engaging with the methodology for the first time.
Time and scheduling also presented challenges to engaging in authentic PAR. It
was difficult to find meeting times and locations convenient for the entire team. There
were meetings in which decisions needed to be made without all team members present.
Also due to time constraints, I transcribed all team meetings and conducted analysis of
the data. Despite these challenges, the team persevered, and I believe the findings
presented here accurately portray the research journey of this group of educators.
Summary
In written reflections, all four teachers spoke to the supportive and transformative
experience of coming together to conduct this research. Gabriela wrote:
Being a part of this group of teachers, allowed us to move away from the one
dimensionality of the articles we read in graduate school, into full human beings
engaging in a blend of scholarship and praxis. We shared our triumphs and our
struggles, and vented about the obstacles we faced as educators striving to
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transform the schools and classes we were in. As a collective, our aim was the
same: we were striving towards an education that humanizes both students and
teachers. (Reflection, September 13, 2012)
The time we spent together was meaningful. We were reminded we were not alone in the
often-isolated role of the educator; the support of the team helped us to adapt and make
changes when faced with challenging situations.
Group Findings and Outcomes
In this section I provide answers to the team research questions through study and
analysis of data from the team meetings, researcher observations of the teachers, and the
teachers’ written reflections. Within these findings, I use the term we when referring to
PAR team discussions or shared ideas to include myself as an educator on the team.
When referring to teaching practice, I use the terms teachers or co-researchers since my
classroom teaching experiences did not provide data for the study.
Gabriela offered the idea that observing how an educator teaches gives you a hint
of why she teaches – “how you speak to others, how you carry yourself, is your full body
in this space?” (November 16, 2011). Through their thoughtful interactions with students
and colleagues, their flexibility and creativity, the co-researchers showed their purpose
was to educate each student as a unique and capable individual and give students tools to
become agents of social change. PAR team discussions, examples from classroom
teaching, and teacher reflections explain how and why this group of teachers successfully
integrated relevant human rights and social justice issues into their teaching.
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Research Question 1: How Does This Group of Educators Engage With Youth About
Human Rights and Social Justice Issues?
As the team agreed on an overarching question, we found it necessary to keep it
broad and inclusive so themes could naturally emerge from our research and discussions.
The resulting research question is answered in five parts. First I establish our shared and
individual understandings of HRE and SJ by exploring the team members’ experiences
with HRE and SJ and conversations through which we defined and differentiated the two
teaching approaches. Next, I highlight ways in which the classroom environments
supported engagement in HRE and SJ. I then focus on the teachers’ personal
commitments to issues of human rights and social justice and how they brought this
personal duty into the classroom. Finally I provide examples and explanations of the
ways the teachers wove human rights and social justice into the fabric of their teaching.
Defining and Differentiating HRE and SJ
The PAR team members each had varying degrees of experience with HRE in our
educations and backgrounds. Amy held an MA in HRE; Gabriela and I had taken HRE
courses at the University of San Francisco; Shawn and Kate had no formal HRE training.
In terms of classroom teaching experience, all of the team members with the exception of
Shawn had used HRE curricula and approaches with students.
We discussed approaches the teacher researchers were using during the course of
our PAR study. Amy was integrating issues of SJ, but not directly teaching human rights
conventions in her service learning classes (Personal Communication, October 11, 2012).
Shawn was interested in making HRE a part of her classroom and school, but needed
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support to develop and implement it. On the other hand, for Gabriela, the UDHR was
already an integral part of UYM’s curriculum. She hoped to make the connection
between HRE and SJ more explicit in the future because she noticed students and
teachers at UYM’s partner schools gravitating towards the UDHR unit. Some teachers
even posted the articles of the UDHR in their classrooms (Gabriela, Reflection,
September 13, 2012).
Kate brought explicit HRE to her classroom in 2010 when she piloted an HRE
curriculum I wrote on the right to education. It was the first time she blended issues of SJ
with human rights documents and her students connected deeply with the UDHR and the
Convention on the Rights of the Child. Kate found that students understood human rights
from the perspective of access to resources. She shared her approach:
Everybody should have access to resources. What do resources mean?
Employment, education, food, housing, safety - that is kind of how I focus on it in
class . . . . Sometimes I have a hard time explaining what we are talking about. It
helps if you talk about equality; they [students] get that. (Kate, June 11, 2012)
HRE gave Kate’s students another way to talk about the resources and opportunities all
humans deserve.
As we examined how each educator approached and integrated HRE and SJ
differently, we discussed the intersections and contrasts between the two related
disciplines. Some differences were simply a matter of vocabulary. Terms like respect,
tolerance, equality, justice, and rights were used in variety of ways throughout different
programs and curricula. Kate voiced her preference for vocabulary that framed HRE and
SJ in positive rather than negative terms; she preferred to use the word respect versus
tolerate. Another example of the power of vocabulary related to Shawn’s project. Her
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students did not like the term bullying, but did not have another term for incidents in
which their right to safety was violated. In response, Amy observed, “They [youth] are
intuitive; they know what is right and wrong [regardless of vocabulary]” (June 11, 2012).
Within this conversation, we attempted to categorize HRE and SJ. I suggested SJ
as a larger “umbrella under which issues of justice, issues of equality, [and] access to
resources” could be discussed within a human rights framework (Page, June 11, 2012).
Amy suggested that different terminology for similar disciplines was a way for groups to
carve out a niche. She believed the basic human values at the core of HRE and SJ were
the same (June 11, 2012). Similarly, Kate referred to the ethnic studies movement in
Arizona, featured in the film Precious Knowledge (Palos, 2011); “I saw so many
similarities between ethnic studies and SJ and HRE, but they call it something different”
(Kate, June 11, 2012). This reference to ethnic studies brought the concept of culture into
our discussion.
Amy criticized HRE programs that did not adapt to different contexts and
cultures. She believed the ways in which communities interpreted the rights and values
were more valuable than the HR treaties themselves and was willing to call herself
simply a SJ educator if the main goal of HRE was to disseminate UN treaties and
conventions without critique (June 11, 2012). Using the Mexican American Studies
program featured in Precious Knowledge as an example, I questioned the value of using
HR documents alongside culturally based social movements, “Let’s say the kids in
Arizona have not seen any HR documents. What do you think it would add, or would it
have any effect, to see the Convention on the Rights of Migrant Workers?” (Page, June
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11, 2012). From this point the conversation broadened to look at opportunities for
HRE within cultures and communities.
Shawn suggested that knowledge of HR had the power to connect “universal
struggles” to isolated problems in students’ lives and communities (June 11, 2012).
Critical discussion of HR in the classroom provided opportunities to look at how different
cultures are affected by human rights violations and unequal access to resources. Along
the same lines, Kate reflected that her students saw “things that are international and they
related it to their own lives naturally” (June 11, 2012).
While the PAR team did not come to any finite conclusions to differentiate HRE
from SJ and related disciplines, we did arrive at several shared understandings. First, we
agreed that at its best HRE is a tool to addresses “real social issues facing kids everyday”
(Amy, June 11, 2012). We concluded that more discussion is needed to better understand
how these disciplines can work together. On this topic, our PAR team had as many
questions as we had answers. How can HRE support a struggle for ethnic studies within a
community? How can organizations like Teachers 4 Social Justice bring attention to the
discipline of human rights? Can HRE help U.S. students to see the ways in which their
rights are violated? How do we fight for social and economic rights our government and
our Constitution do not provide? Finally, we agreed that a critical approach must be
applied to HRE and SJ in the classroom in order to offer our students multiple
perspectives.
The work of HRE and SJ in the classroom requires dedicated educators who
engage in difficult discussions and transform teaching practices as their knowledge
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evolves. Addressing the complexities inherent in HRE and SJ with students also
requires a carefully structured classroom environment. In the next section, I offer
examples of how the teacher researchers created spaces where students explored issues
that mattered in their lives, their communities, and the world.
Spaces of Democracy and Respect
Blending the teachers’ descriptions of their work with my observations at their
school sites, a picture of their teaching environment emerged. Beginning with the
physical classroom environment, these educators created spaces for transformative,
engaged learning. The first example comes from Kate’s classroom where the walls
contained charts with key concepts such as social power and oppression, maps, and rich
vocabulary lists. At the time of my visit, her middle school students were reading The
Hunger Games (Collins, 2008) and a chart on the wall compared the fictional society of
Panem with Our Society (Observation, March 14, 2012). These features of the classroom
contributed to the high level of learning taking place.
Similarly, Gabriela also filled the environment with materials to support and
inspire her high school student mentors. Each day she wrote a quote on the board. The
day I visited it read, “I walk with too much purpose to ever feel small” (Observation,
April 25, 2012). Posters and materials to help the students prepare for their mentorship
workshop were attractive and clearly visible to all students. In both Gabriela’s and Kate’s
classrooms, reminders of critical thinking and issues of rights and justice surrounded
students as they worked.
These educators also made their classrooms democratic spaces where adults and
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students shared in decision-making and treated each other with respect. I articulated
my impressions from classroom visits. “All of you have really established an
environment where . . . there is structure . . . but they [the students] are seen and they feel
safe and they take risks” (April 11, 2012). Building this kind of environment is not easy
and takes time.
Shawn talked about working with her music students as partners, negotiating
when necessary. One class period, the students were playing their instruments while she
was giving verbal instructions. They stopped to work it out.
If I stop you guys and you want to keep playing, how do we negotiate? So we
agreed as a classroom that if someone keeps playing, that is not really fair to all of
us. But [students said] we’ll tell you if we just really want to play and you’re
stopping us too much. And we actually hit a negotiation point where I was like –
you’re right, I’ve been stopping you too much . . . . We negotiated the space
together; I don't think I would always have done it that way. (December 7, 2011)
In response, Kate said that at times she struggled to create a balance of structure and
freedom. Finding this balance was a learned process, especially when students had not
experienced freedom in the classroom before. In another case, Amy described an activity
where her middle school students were talking enthusiastically and moving around the
room. She questioned her teaching methods, but came to the conclusion, “I knew it
wasn’t chaos because they were talking about learning” (December 7, 2011).
Finding balance and building trust with students often required creativity. One
example came from Gabriela’s description of using different approaches at different
schools. “At [Garfield High] I have to tell them I love them all the time . . . The other
schools you never see me like that. It is a completely different experience because the
cultures are so different” (May 17, 2012). Trusting students also meant being willing to
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confront tough issues with them. The practice of tackling hard-hitting issues with
students is discussed more fully in the section devoted to the second research question.
Teaching methods also reflected respect and flexibility. The teachers put thought
and planning into the way the students were grouped and how they moved and worked in
the classroom space. All of the teachers used a mix of whole group instruction, small
group time, and partner work with students. In Kate’s class, many students required help
from the adult support staff. She and her assistants moved quietly from individual
students to small groups mindful of building independence. Alternatively, Amy started
each class with a team-building game or warm-up, recognizing that time spent building
community paid off in the long run.
Within these democratic classrooms, the educators held their students, and
themselves, to very high standards. The teachers gave students respect and freedom, but
demanded performance in return. They used language that conveyed respect and high
expectations. For instance, Gabriela referred to her students as scholars, leaders, mentors,
even doctor on one occasion. The teachers asked deep, open-ended questions that
required students to think critically and make connections in their learning. Shawn had
her music students set practice goals for themselves and each class session followed up
by asking how they were doing on their goals.
In another discussion, Amy recalled the demands she placed on her middle school
students. She assigned a lot of writing, created challenging tests, and pushed students to
go beyond what they thought they could do. She shared:
I knew that there were other teachers who did not give a lot of work because they
didn’t expect students to be able to do it. . . . A lot of times I was like am I
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pushing them too hard . . . or is it my own expectations that I’m thinking they
are like high school students and they can do this? (December 7, 2011)
Two of her former students, both students of color who attended the most prestigious
public high school in San Francisco, wrote to her and thanked her for challenging them.
They were comfortable with the content and expectations of high school and realized
they had a leg up on many of their classmates who were unprepared for the level of
academics they encountered.
Similarly, Kate consciously asked a great deal of her students. Though many
students came from special education classes filled with busy work and constant
disruptions, she intentionally created an environment where each student was supported
to produce high-level work. She had recently visited a public high school with one of her
students who was transitioning there the following year and was reassured to see that the
level of work was similar to her own middle school classroom.
Likewise, Shawn’s mini-PAR process of engaging with colleagues focused on
expectations for students. As a committee, they worked to clarify high expectations for
students about campus safety and behavior. Shawn also had to be conscious of her
personal expectations as the group came to agreements and moved forward in addressing
bullying and campus climate. “I also had to budge a little in my expectations – or
continually revisit and revise them, something I considered to be quite authentically
PAR” (Reflection, August 2, 2012). Our PAR team knew that earning trust from students
and colleagues takes time and thoughtful effort; we also spent time and effort critically
examining teaching and expectations.
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Holding Up a Mirror
Before engaging with students about the sensitive and often controversial issues
of human rights and social justice, this group of educators explored our own relationships
to power and equality. Long before our research began, we started to unpack identity and
positionality. However, the PAR process further revealed who we were as individuals,
educators, and scholars. We saw how fundamental our life experiences, relationships, and
world and political views were to our work. While our backgrounds and identities were
different, influential people and events had shaped us into educators who prioritized
teaching from a social justice/human rights perspective.
“Teaching is very personal . . . you are coming in with your own self, your own
background, your own histories” (Amy, November 16, 2011). As a team, we talked about
experiences that contributed to our views on justice and equality and how those views
translated to our teaching. I related a story from my first Master’s level class at San
Francisco State University; my professor stated matter-of-factly that the education system
in the U.S. was designed to maintain class inequities. “And I was sitting there, 24 years
old, like really? I want to believe people are good, but maybe you’re right.” Building on
my experience, Kate responded, “I know especially teachers; you want to believe they are
there to empower everybody, but that is just so not the case.” Shawn continued, “It
happens in very subtle and unconscious ways – that you are dividing people” (December
7, 2011). Our commitment to bringing youth together around issues of social justice and
human rights had roots in our personal lives.
Pivotal moments in the trajectory of our teaching often came from other teachers,
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similar to my graduate school professor. Kate told us about her favorite teacher in
high school:
My favorite teacher in high school was definitely everyone else’s least favorite
teacher and it was for the reason that she had high expectations for us . . . And
she’s the only teacher who I had, or one of the only teachers I had who really
thought outside the box . . . . And she taught us everything. She was supposed to
teach history, but she basically made it history of the Americas and told me all the
stuff that I did not know was true and that no one had said before. I tell my kids
all that stuff now and if it wasn’t for her, I might not have learned it. I never took
history in college. She was one of the first people [I knew] who used social justice
and human rights in her curriculum. (December 7, 2012)
Kate consciously emulated this teacher as evidenced by her own high expectations, the
content she presented, and the level of deep, critical thinking she required of her students.
Sometimes these early experiences were negative and influenced us to do things
differently to create change for our students. Amy’s experience as a student at a public
high school in a struggling school district in the East Bay illustrated this influence.
We had shootings at our school. We had to hand in our books in April because the
school district went bankrupt. We had no books and the teachers hadn’t been paid
in three months . . . . Yeah that is the year we had two shootings. But what else
were people going to be doing? Nobody was going to school . . . . And teachers
didn’t care. Teachers were like, I am not going to break up fights. I haven’t been
paid in three months. No matter how much they cared, if you haven’t been paid in
three months you have some personal stress going on in your life. You are not
going to go risk your life to break up a fight. (June 11, 2012)
The following year, Amy’s parents enrolled her in a Catholic girls’ school. Along with
being in a different school environment, Amy also benefitted from a summer program
where a concerned counselor took a deep interest in her personal and academic success.
I was an angry, angry high school student—angry. But I went to a summer
program which really helped deal with a lot of the anger because you actually
wrote and it was a writing class-based and how do you deal with your identity and
how do you make it a positive thing? . . . . I had this counselor that was great. He
came and visited us once a month at school. (Amy, June 11, 2012)
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As Gabriela commented earlier in the research process, “There are always adults that
open doors” (November 16, 2011). These significant experiences and the influence of
concerned mentors motivated each of us to examine identity, class, and our assumptions
about society and history.
Blending the Personal and Professional
The teacher researchers made deliberate choices to address issues of human rights
and social justice in class and to share their own views with students. They went above
and beyond what was expected of them and their commitment to students was the highest
priority. They felt compelled to teach from the heart about issues that mattered, in their
own lives and in the lives of their students; they simply could not do it any other way.
Kate shared:
I think that if you are going to focus on the human rights end of things, you have
to care about it. If you don’t care about it in your personal life, you’re not going to
bring it into the classroom . . . . Whatever you invest in in your personal life is
what you are going to bring to the classroom (November 16, 2011).
Personal views were also reflected in the act of teaching. Because these teachers believed
in the dignity and rights of all their students, they taught through human rights, using
methods that honored each student as a human being.
We knew that not every teacher might be ready to tackle issues like racism,
homophobia, and class inequalities. We talked about California’s mandate that the history
and contributions of gay and lesbians would be taught in the social studies curriculum.
Amy wondered, “Imagine teachers trying to incorporate that [the history of gays and
lesbians] without having done their own personal reflection about what it means to be gay
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. . . or even how they feel about it” (November 16, 2011). Coming to know our own
personal views and how to present them to students required critical reflection.
Classroom content also incorporated personal interests and convictions. In her
reflection, Amy shared a conscious decision, “I teach a service learning class and I have
committed myself to doing it from a social justice perspective” (July 9, 2012). Though
the population of her students had changed as she moved from teaching mostly students
of color in middle school to students of privilege at the high school level, Amy remained
committed to creating “understanding [of] the issues communities face and thinking
critically about what each student’s role is with that issue” (Reflection, July 9, 2012).
For Shawn, the act of bullying that took place in her school had a personal impact.
She was surprised and saddened that students with whom she had built trust were capable
of malicious treatment of another student. Her belief that attending a safe and equitable
school was a human right motivated her to find time in and out of her music classes to
talk to students about school climate and bullying. On the day I observed, she gave
students a survey on a recent anti-bullying assembly. Honest student feedback would help
the staff committee determine the direction to take their work.
Relative to classroom content, Kate often acquired ideas for lessons from current
events and materials she read. From a National Geographic article about Cambodia, she
was inspired to create a lesson about the relationship between landmines and poverty.
When she had an hour to fill, she initiated a discussion about the relationship between
environmental consciousness and human rights. One lesson came from a National Public
Radio piece about gorillas in Rwanda. In the next section addressing Research Question
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2, I give examples of how Kate connected these far-off issues to her students’ lives.
Personal conviction and connection was mirrored in Gabriela’s work at every
level. She was constantly integrating new knowledge and ideas into her work. Upon
learning more about human rights in her MA program, she incorporated the UDHR
(1948) into UYM’s leadership program. Early in her career at UYM, she taught a sexism
in hip hop music unit based on her feminist beliefs. Serving on the board of the Filipino
education organization kept her connected to her own community of Pinay/Pinoy
activists. Each of these educators found ways to bring themselves more fully into their
work with students.
Integrating Human Rights and Social Justice into the Existing Curriculum
Though their subject areas and teaching methods were different, the teacher
researchers shared a commitment to integrating relevant issues often in the form of HRE
and SJ. Though they faced challenges and were often required to justify their methods,
they persevered. They constantly strove to improve their teaching and to find new and
innovative ways to connect students to issues in their own lives and communities.
Across the curriculum, the teacher researchers related HRE and SJ to state
teaching standards. However, it is important to note that all four of the teachers in this
study enjoyed an unusually high degree of freedom in their teaching. In a sense they were
all in non-traditional classroom roles: Kate as a special education teacher at a non-public
school, Shawn as a music teacher, Amy as a teacher of service learning at a private,
independent school, and Gabriela as a community-based educator. Kate addressed this:
I have an enormous amount of freedom in the materials and curriculum I present
to my students. I’ve found that creating my own materials allows me to cater each
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activity to my students while also allowing me to present material . . . that I
believe matters to their lives. (Reflection, September 5, 2012)
The teachers expressed their appreciation for positions that allowed them the space to
integrate HRE and SJ. However, they also believed it was possible to work in a similar
way within more traditional teaching assignments.
In Kate’s classroom, HRE and SJ were manifested throughout the subject areas.
Each day started with current events, media, and colorful graphics to grab the students’
attention. On the day I observed, Kate combined current events with math by presenting
her students with a set of controversial word problems that caused a Georgia teacher to be
fired from her job. Within the math lesson, the students debated whether they saw the
content of the problems as offensive or problematic (Observation, March 4, 2012). Kate’s
love of historical fiction motivated her to combine literature and social studies, using
books like Persepolis, an autobiographical graphic novel about a young girl during Iran’s
Islamic Revolution (Satrapi, 2004). Kate infused HRE and SJ so frequently she wondered
if she were doing so excessively. To answer her own question, she reflected, “I don’t
think you can [teach HRE and SJ too much] because . . . it is related to everything” (June
11, 2012).
In contrast, Shawn was frustrated that HRE and SJ had not been articulated in the
standard curriculum in her district; however she found her own ways to connect music
with HRE and SJ. By looking at the lives of well-known composers, she and her students
explored discrimination, racism, sexism, and homophobia. She posed this question: “If
you were [Aaron] Copland and you were first commissioned to write a piece for
Eisenhower's inauguration and then denied because you were gay, how would you
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respond? How could you use your art as a response?” (Personal Communication,
September 26, 2012). In another lesson, the class put the German composer Richard
Wagner on trial for his anti-Semitic writings and beliefs. Students looked at the role of
music and art as persuasive forces for propaganda and patriotism. They questioned why
there are so few female composers and the ways in which multicultural music could be
both stereotypical and authentic. Though Shawn’s curriculum did not yet include explicit
HRE, she engaged students in issues rarely tackled in music class.
In her experience teaching social studies to middle school students, Amy found a
great deal of room within the standards to incorporate human rights and SJ. She thought
aloud, “In looking at what is democracy, I could talk about the UDHR” (November 16,
2011). We agreed that a perceived lack of opportunities for HRE in teaching standards
should not prevent teachers from finding creative ways to teach concepts in the standards
while simultaneously teaching from a HRE/SJ framework. Amy’s current work with
privileged, predominantly white youth pushed her to rethink how she engaged students.
One new goal was to move students away from thinking about service learning as charity,
instead “putting tools in the hands of students to address the problems many communities
face and work on building positive relationships within and across communities”
(Reflection, July 9, 2012).
Similarly, Gabriela played a pivotal role in developing UYM’s Education 101
curriculum, which centered on social justice through an educational framework. The
program was integrated into different classes ranging from leadership to social studies
within seven high schools. “Through performing arts and small group work, student
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leaders teach their peers about the different groups of people who have been denied
access to education” (Gabriela, Reflection, September 13, 2012). They explored systems
of tracking in education and educational justice movements. UDHR activities focused
specifically on Article 26, the right to education, but more broadly connected students to
the basic needs of all people. After several of the UDHR lessons, Gabriela’s partner
teachers also began to integrate the UDHR and human rights discussions into their
teaching.
Summary
Reflecting on Research Question 1, the team agreed that weaving HRE and SJ
into their teaching took a great deal time and effort. They were deliberate in structuring
the physical classroom environment and learning activities that took place within their
classroom walls. They explored their own relationship to issues of justice and equality
before engaging with students. These educators shared of themselves, their passions,
angers, and fears, and in turn, gained the trust of their students. They spent many hours
seeking out materials and devising ways to work HRE and SJ into the curriculum their
schools, districts, and programs expected them to teach. They believed their investment in
themselves and their students paid big dividends in the form of student engagement and
empowerment. Their classrooms were places where students engaged in deep critical
thinking about relevant issues and took ownership of their learning. The students’
investigations and actions spilled over into their lives and communities, the topic of the
second group research question.
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Research Question 2: How Does This Group of Educators Connect Human Rights
and Social Justice to Issues That Affect Youth in Their Lives and Communities?
An essential element of the co-researchers’ pedagogy was making direct
connections between the classroom and the lives of students. They did not simply present
current events or unrelated HRE lessons; they consciously took the next step to draw
connections. Over time, students began to relate issues from the larger world to their own
experiences and to question systems of power. Their aim was to educate and empower
their students to work towards a more equitable world. Once they began to address issues
that mattered in the lives of their students, teaching any other way felt inauthentic.
In further exploring the question of how these teachers connected HRE and SJ to
their students’ lives, several key characteristics emerged. This group of educators
balanced planning and preparation with flexibility in the classroom; they planted seeds
that allowed their students to grow into further inquiry; and they were not afraid to talk
about the elephant in the room – the tough issues that educators avoid or minimize. This
section looks into each of these characteristics to better understand education that is
transformative and meaningful in students’ lives.
Planning and Preparation Versus Flexibility
Through our discussions it became clear we were not the kind of teachers who
had our curriculum or syllabus memorized and taught the same units year after year. As
Amy said, “There is no way every year can ever be the same.” In response, Shawn added,
“Good teachers are always honing their craft and becoming better teachers” (November
16, 2012). These educators dedicated themselves to planning relevant engaging lessons
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for their students and were constantly improving and adapting their curricula.
Curricula were adapted to align with current events, social movements, and the students’
experiences. Within the democratic spaces of their classrooms and through well-planned
lessons, there was flexibility to allow student interest and curiosity guide learning.
Kate’s classroom blog provided a strong example of how this flexibility enabled
students to relate classroom lessons to their own lives. Terrence’s interest in Trayvon
Martin began with a basic connection; upon hearing about the case he said, “I wear
hoodies” and latched onto the topic (May 17, 2012). From this similarity, he was
motivated to learn more. Kate gave him the freedom to spend class time researching
racial profiling; from that point his investigation led to an interest in the Black Panthers.
He searched for articles and videos online and then posted links and wrote reflections on
the classroom blog. For Terrence, the case of Trayvon Martin was a jumping off point to
explore his own identity as a young Black man, to look critically at the relationship
between minorities and police in the U.S., and to build his literacy skills while reading
and writing about topics that mattered to him.
Shawn showed evidence of this flexibility by taking time to address topics not
usually presented in music class, including issues of school climate and bullying. She saw
that “students were being denied a full and valuable education by not addressing issues of
school climate” and made a conscious decision to work towards improving her students’
school experience (Reflection, August 2, 2012). One way she did this was engaging her
students in conversations about the climate at Centennial and by soliciting their feedback.
In Amy’s role teaching and coordinating service learning, she worked to build
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student interest into the curriculum. Through collaborative planning with colleagues,
the revised senior service learning course became more student-driven, combining the
students’ experiences at their service learning placements with group inquiry in related,
student-selected areas of interest. Through flexible research and discussion in their small
groups, the students shared their personal service learning experiences while exploring
other ways to be civically engaged.
Planning and flexibility were also evident on a larger scale. Gabriela’s program,
evolved in direct response to the needs of Oakland youth. In 2004 UYM consulted youth
as experts in their own communities and determined that youth leadership was missing
from programs to improve graduation rates and increase academic success for Oakland
students. In 2005, UYM began providing training for youth mentorship and since then,
the program grew to serve seven Oakland high schools. The program structure and
curriculum evolved to meet student needs through changes to the peer education and
mentoring programs. Gabriela and her colleagues consistently brought new elements to
the program. “We dedicate much of our curriculum to not only develop the existing
leadership qualities of young people, but also help them make connections between their
lives, the education they are receiving, and their life outcomes” (Gabriela, Reflection,
September 13, 2012). The addition of the alumni mentors program in 2011 provided yet
another opportunity for youth to follow their interests beyond the confines of existing
curricula and programming. Further analysis of the engagement with alumni youth
mentors is provided in the section on Gabriela’s mini-PAR project.
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Planting Seeds for Further Inquiry
As educators, we shared a deeply held belief that students were capable of
learning and achieving beyond what we could teach. We believed in kids and trusted that
if we worked alongside them to plant seeds of investigation and knowledge, students
would sow and reap the harvest. In Shawn’s words, “I can struggle to teach my students
this concept or I can give them the background of this issue, engage them, and then they
teach themselves” (November 16, 2011). Amy phrased it a little differently, the
“curriculum is inspiring them to think about a situation, understand it in depth, and then
as a group, do something about it” (December 7, 2011). This kind of teaching embodied
the phases of PAR itself, the cyclical process of investigation, reflection, and action.
One example of inquiry-based teaching came from Amy’s experiences of
purposefully engaging middle school students in PAR. Through their social studies
curriculum the students participated in critical dialogue about the U.S. war in Iraq. They
decided as a group they wanted to write and perform a play that portrayed different
perspectives on the war. Amy was skeptical the students could accomplish such a large
project, but she had committed herself to let students drive the PAR project. The play was
a success, revealing subtle, profound themes of resistance and the complexity of war.
In the end, they pulled it off and I was . . . sitting in the back amazed at what they
could do because they had the energy, they had the motivation, and they felt like
what they were doing made a difference. It made a difference in their lives; it
made a difference in my life; it made a difference in our school community and
they believed that. (Amy, December 7, 2011)
Another year her middle school students wanted to organize a walk-a-thon to
bring attention to gun violence in their neighborhoods. Once again Amy was unsure about
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the scope of the project. And once again, the students surprised her, calling the city to
get approval for the event, making banners, and gathering a crowd to walk in Golden
Gate Park on a Saturday morning. Too often, “People . . . underestimate the minds of
young people” (Amy, April 11, 2012). When given opportunities, support, and
encouragement, students can achieve great things.
In Amy’s current teaching role, one way of planting seeds was revising the senior
service learning curriculum in preparation for implementation in Fall 2012. An engaged,
research-based classroom curriculum would supplement students’ service learning
placements and develop continuity throughout all four years of high school. Integral to
the course was class time dedicated to “create small investigative teams on a current issue
of their [students’] choice” (Amy, Reflection, July 9, 2012). Within a structured
environment, students would delve deeper into issues they cared about. Amy hoped these
changes to the course would open space for students to develop further understanding of
their own power and their place within systems of power.
As Kate began to look critically at the impact of integrating HRE and SJ, she saw
how frequently her students took issues discussed in class and expanded them to their
own lives. A therapist working with one of her students commented, “Are you guys
talking about political issues? Because your student seems really interested and wouldn’t
stop talking about it in the session” (Kate, December 7, 2011). Terrence showed his aunt
the classroom blog and she expressed pride in his new enthusiasm for academics.
Conversely, students also brought issues from their lives to the classroom. Often the
topics they wanted to discuss were fraught with conflict and violence, reflecting their

118
realities. Aja became interested in human trafficking. She was a young woman who
took a lot of risks and lived in a high crime area. Kate believed that talking about issues
like trafficking and engaging Aja in critical investigation could help her avoid similar
situations. We discussed the power of making HRE and SJ relevant to students’ lives:
I think it could go either direction; either the motivation could come from—this is
what I see everyday I want to know more about why this isn’t getting into the
media and then seeing—oh wait this is happening all over the place. Or it could
go the other direction; it could be looking at issues somewhere else in the world
and saying—wait a minute, the Arab spring is kind of like Occupy and why did
this stuff happen in Oakland where they were just protesting and don’t we have
the right to free speech and the right to free assembly. (Page, December 7, 2011)
In either case, bringing issues that mattered into the classroom connected students to
learning in a deep way.
At Shawn’s school, incidents of bullying led to increased awareness on campus.
Adults began to take action to address the safety and climate of the school. Shawn
admitted they had not directly engaged students as fully as she hoped. However, several
huge shifts had taken place within the staff and students began to take action on issues.
One group of students came together to prevent online bullying through a social media
website. With the help of a teacher mentor, they created a petition on Change.org to hold
the website accountable for cyber-bullying. While still working to engage youth in their
process more fully, Shawn believed they had “set aside space to grow and planted seeds .
. . [where] a year ago we had a dusty field” (Reflection, August 2, 2012).
The Elephant in the Room
This group of educators did not shy away from confronting hard-hitting and
emotionally charged issues in the classroom. With students, they addressed bullying,
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sexual orientation, racial discrimination, class and gender inequalities, immigration,
police violence, domestic violence, the political situation in the Middle East, U.S. wars in
Iraq and Afghanistan, religious persecution, access to health care, nutritious food, and
adequate housing, educational inequities and more. Honestly examining these issues and
framing them in a way that students felt safe to ask questions and share opinions required
a high level of trust in the classroom. Ground rules for discussions were also important to
prevent personal attacks on members of each class or their beliefs. Conversations with
students often pushed the teachers to reexamine their own views and find ways to better
articulate their beliefs. Several examples illustrate how this looked in the classroom.
Police violence was a common theme of discussion in Kate’s classroom. Most of
her students lived in San Francisco neighborhoods where residents and police held
tenuous relationships and where students had personally witnessed police violence. Based
on an assignment to find and research a current event that was personally important, Aja
pulled up a YouTube video of a young Black man being shot by police two blocks from
where she lived. While Kate felt the video was not appropriate for all members of the
class to watch, she spent one-on-one time with Aja. They watched the video together as
Aja pointed out onlookers she knew. They talked about the video and related it to
discussions of police violence they had in class and Kate gave Aja a new assignment – to
find, read, and respond to three articles that addressed police violence. Kate reflected on
this teaching moment:
She’s been inspired to talk about something that really affects her community and
she brings it up all the time. But she’s found a way to really appropriately talk
about it. These things are happening. She and I have talked about ways to avoid
conflicts with the police and the power structure of cops versus people, especially
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people of color. (December 7, 2011)
Through this experience, Kate helped Aja look at her own reality, process what she had
seen, and think critically about how to keep herself safe. Aja pushed Kate to look more
closely at the painful reality of her students’ lives.
Many of Amy’s students at College Academy were from privileged backgrounds.
She believed part of her duty was to help these students reflect on their class privilege
and challenge their previously held beliefs. During one class session, Amy shared her
experience on a bus ride from Spain to France. As the bus crossed the border, some
Moroccan and Senegalese passengers were detained and questioned. Amy and the other
light skinned passengers were not even asked to show passports. The class engaged in
discussion about racism and discrimination and the right to move freely within and
between countries when Nicholas spoke up. He could see why the French authorities did
not want the Moroccan and Senegalese to enter the country when they were likely to
work illegally and use resources that belonged to French citizens. Amy and his classmates
pressed Nicholas to explain his position and to look at his own stereotypes and
assumptions based on race and nationality. While his position did not change
immediately, Amy hoped the conversation would encourage Nicholas to reflect.
In another instance, as Gabriela and Garfield High mentors made last minute
preparations for an upcoming workshop, a student named Cassandra interrupted the class,
“Why is UYM even here?” (May 17, 2012). Frustrated by a remark that seemed to come
from out of the blue and sabotage the energy of the class, Gabriela redirected Cassandra
and made a decision to speak with her at the end of the period. In our team meeting

121
Gabriela processed the incident and reflected:
[Cassandra] is angry about a lot of shit. So when she questioned UYM today, after
class she told me she found out she may not cross the stage [graduate]. So [she]
was questioning the very program that is trying to make sure that [students] make
it to senior year and pass. (May 17, 2012)
After having time to think and share her experience, Gabriela recognized that critical
dialogue was a part of UYM’s curriculum; she encouraged her students to ask questions.
Cassandra’s question came from her personal experience – a fear that she may not
graduate – and perhaps anger at Gabriela and UYM for not providing more support.
Gabriela took the extra time to dialogue with Cassandra about what was going on for her.
Summary
The second group research question was closely tied to the first; however, the
teacher researchers took engaged HRE and SJ pedagogy a final and essential step by
making it relevant to each student and his or her reality. By building flexibility into their
curricula, there was space for students to pursue further inquiry on topics that interested
and inspired them. Talking about the issues on students’ minds helped the teachers gain
further trust and gave students a forum to ask deeper questions and understand their own
human experience. The next sections look at the mini-PAR projects of each teacher
researcher and chronicle their experiences, findings, and reflections.
Shawn: Building a Movement to Eliminate Middle School Bullying
Shawn’s individual project focused on a committed group of colleagues at
Centennial, informally named the anti-bullying committee, who used an incident of
bullying as a catalyst to address school climate. Shawn charted the progress of the
committee, gathered data from meetings, and reported back to our research team. These
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dedicated teachers, along with other allies, facilitated visible changes in Centennial’s
approach to school safety and bullying and prioritized the social and emotional well
being of students and staff.
For Shawn, our PAR team was a forum to reflect on her work at Centennial, and a
time to dream and plan beyond what she and her school colleagues might accomplish.
Shawn’s research questions examined the process in which she and her colleagues
engaged and linked school climate and bullying to larger issues of SJ and human rights.
The early work of the committee took place before our PAR began, but most of their
achievements took place over the course of this study. Answers to the research questions
are provided based on PAR team meeting conversations, my observations at an antibullying committee meeting, and Shawn’s written reflections.
Shawn: Research Question 1:
How Does a School-wide Committee of Staff and Students at a Middle School
Build a Safe, Inclusive Community?
This research question provided a way for Shawn and our PAR team to see how
the committee developed and the actions they took. Several key steps contributed to the
success of Shawn and her Centennial colleagues. First they set about finding allies to
achieve their goals. Next they engaged in awareness building on campus and reached out
to outside organizations for support. Finally, they responded to specific campus problems
and integrated their work into the life of the school (Shawn, Reflection, August 2, 2012).
Finding Allies
After the incident of bullying during the 2010-2011 school year, several teachers
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believed there was more the school community could do to respond and prevent
future incidents (Shawn, November 16, 2011). When they came together, each member of
the committee member brought his or her own expectations and agendas. These differing
motivations presented challenges. Shawn reflected on her work with the committee.
This was a little tricky sometimes as I had to move from the world of ideas (our
PAR work) to the reality of my school campus and the varied concerns of my
colleagues. For some, the issue of bullying was simply an issue of discipline. For
others, [the result of] a failed administration. Yet other staff were on the same
page as I [was] and saw deeper structural concerns that needed to be addressed.
(Reflection, August 2, 2012)
Despite varied motivations, the committee members brought a deep sense of caring for
their students and a strong commitment to improving Centennial’s school climate.
As described in Chapter IV, Shawn’s committee had trouble regaining momentum
early in the 2011-2012 school year. An opening to revive the committee came in January
2012 when the assistant principal, a former member of the committee, asked Shawn to
reinitiate the meetings. At that point they had an ally within the administration actively
encouraging the input of the committee. Shawn met with two of the original committee
members, and they recommitted themselves to preventing bullying and improving school
climate.
The anti-bullying committee needed to reach out to a broader base of support.
Shawn saw their challenge: to “grow the social movement, which involved creating a
larger umbrella, . . . and move forward with a cohesive goal” (Reflection, August 2,
2012). The day I observed, there was a warm and collegial energy at the meeting. One
teacher had taken the initiative to invite Cynthia, a member of the school district’s health
and wellness team who could provide support and advocate for funding. They agreed to

124
first create a matrix of student expectations and then look toward a long-term vision
of profound change in school climate (March 14, 2012).
With support from the assistant principal, the committee felt confident that a
program such as Not in Our School (NIOS) could be accepted and adopted at Centennial.
Shawn contacted the NIOS coordinator, who was a music teacher at a nearby high school,
and began to plan how NIOS could work at Centennial. The teachers on the committee
expressed excitement that within the course of three short meetings and several e-mail
conversations, they had regained momentum. Shawn and her colleagues saw possibilities
for change and felt attitudes shifting on campus.
At our February 2012 PAR team meeting, Shawn shared a lingering concern about
the project. The staff was driving the movement at Centennial, and she wanted to get
students involved. “I know that students will come in at some point because it won’t
work unless they buy in. And how do they buy in? By being part of it and adding
ownership” (Shawn, February 9, 2012). While one of Shawn’s original goals was to
create a safe space for students to explore issues of bullying and school climate, she
realized she first needed to work with staff allies to open up ways to “incorporate SJ into
the conversation about school, curriculum, and kids’ lives” (Reflection, August 2, 2012).
By April 2012, the committee’s momentum had created a sense of shared
ownership and responsibility. Shawn stepped back and let her staff allies take charge in
specific areas. “There is a solid committee of people who are doing as much or more
work than I am to keep things going which is really nice” (May 17, 2012).
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Aligning With Organizations
Another important step was to research and connect with outside organizations;
committee members tapped into local, national, and online resources. Shawn’s NIOS
contact at the high school explained the structure and flexibility of the program. The high
school devoted an entire month to NIOS, but Centennial could start with one day
dedicated to resisting bullying and promoting an “atmosphere of acceptance and
inclusion” (Not in Our School website, 2012). The adaptability of NIOS would be key to
its success at Centennial where the staff had different levels of comfort discussing
bullying and varying degrees of commitment to addressing school climate. The
committee decided that NIOS was a good fit and approached the administration. School
leaders agreed to a NIOS day as long as it was scheduled after standardized testing.
On May 14, 2012 the Centennial schedule was adjusted to extend homeroom
where initial NIOS activities took place. Each teacher was asked to show a short video
about bullying. From there, teachers could select extension lessons based on their level of
interest and comfort. The committee provided teachers with packets of NIOS lessons
including: written reflections to the video, small group discussions on power imbalances,
and longer inquiry and action projects. Shawn explained the flexible options: “You don’t
want to force a teacher who is uncomfortable discussing this [bullying] to do something
that might backfire” (April 11, 2012).
The first NIOS day at Centennial was a tangible step; more than 80 percent of
teachers showed the video to their students and many engaged in extension activities. The
committee circulated a survey among staff and students to gather feedback on NIOS Day.
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They received positive support and additional ideas to expand their goals. They
generated energy around issues of school climate and brought focus to the social and
emotional needs of Centennial students.
Another partner organization central to the work of the committee was the Cleo
Eulau Center, a non-profit “dedicated to promoting lifelong resilience in youth by
strengthening the caring capacity of the adults who influence their lives” (Cleo Eulau
website, 2012). Cynthia, the health and wellness coordinator, adopted Centennial’s cause
as her own, raising awareness of student and staff issues and securing funds for
Centennial staff to attend a day-long school climate in-service sponsored by Cleo Eulau.
Building Awareness
The committee worked to educate students and staff about bullying in a number
of ways. Surveys demonstrated the “pervasiveness of the problem and [aimed to]
personalize [and] target our work” (Shawn, Reflection, August 2, 2012). Students were
surveyed about incidents and common locations of bullying; feedback was also solicited
in response to anti-bullying activities. Information gathered was then presented at staff
meetings along with the committee’s ideas to address problems. Members of the
committee were persistent in bringing attention to issues of school climate. The assistant
principal who had been on the committee as the school dean helped spread their message
during staff meetings.
In June 2012, Cynthia organized a school climate workshop for Centennial staff.
In small groups, they listed their top five health and wellness concerns at the school.
Every single group came up with the social and emotional well being of our
kids . . . and prioritized it as number one or two. And teachers independently have
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said we need to incorporate this into the curriculum or do this more often.
(Shawn, June 11, 2012)
Connections between the emotional health of students and school climate created new
openings for the work of the committee. Looking at school discipline and policies such as
Friday School (a program during which students with recurring behavior problems stayed
after school on Fridays to pick up trash) initiated discussions about the effectiveness of
punitive measures. Centennial staff began to reframe their impressions of students
repeatedly sent to Friday School. The next task would be to develop new ways to engage
the Friday School students and to provide support for their families as well.
Awareness raising about social emotional health also brought visibility to a group
of students who were frequent victims of bullying. With the help of the Cleo Eulau
Center and several staff members, a resiliency-training program was in the planning
stages as the school year ended in June 2012. Building awareness led to the next
important step for the committee – developing tangible responses to student needs and
integrating these changes into life at Centennial.
Developing and Integrating Responses
One tangible school-wide response at Centennial was the implementation of bully
reports (Appendix A). Students who experienced or witnessed incidents of bullying on
campus were strongly encouraged to make a report and were taught how to use the form.
On the bully report students recorded their name, what happened and where, and what
they would like to see in response. To ensure follow-through, there was space for adults
to record action taken, by whom, and on what day. Shawn reflected, “students have the
[bully report] form now so we need to not break their trust and follow through on it”
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(May 17, 2012). The committee was also working towards an electronic system for
keeping track of bully reports and responses.
Additional changes at Centennial involved clarifying expectations for student
behavior and working with students towards positive solutions. For example, students
reported that bullying was taking place in the hallways between classes. “We problem
solved with students to make hallways less crowded and develop expectations” (Shawn,
Reflection, August 2, 2012). To ensure students felt secure submitting bully reports and
talking to teachers about incidents, a core group of teachers demonstrated they were safe
teachers by putting up posters in their classrooms. With help from a school counselor,
they provided frequent reminders about the importance of making reports.
Connecting the work of the committee to problem areas, such as students
repeatedly attending Friday School or being frequent victims of bullying was critical.
Reframing ideas about victims and offenders helped staff to see where students needed
additional support. Allocation of funds was essential to making these changes. At
Cynthia’s request, Centennial was prioritized to receive district health and wellness grant
funding to improve school climate. Funds were targeted towards programs to create a
Friday School curriculum that was empowering rather than punitive, to fund resiliency
training for students who were targets of bullying, and to support ongoing professional
development for teachers and staff on issues of school climate (Shawn, Reflection,
August 2, 2012).
Lastly, NIOS was becoming part of the school culture at Centennial. A NIOS
week was planned for the 2012-2013 school year. “Not in our school” had become a
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simple phrase for adults and students to use when referring to bullying, racism,
homophobia and other issues no longer tolerated on campus. The NIOS teachers at the
high school encouraged Shawn to “start small, keep the faith, and keep plugging along”
to see the movement grow (Shawn, April 11, 2012).
Shawn: Research Question 2: How Does a School Climate and Anti-Bullying Program
Incorporate Issues of Social Justice and Human Rights?
Shawn’s second research question deepened the conversation about bullying and
school climate to examine underlying issues at Centennial. Shawn described her “ulterior
motives,” to steer the committee to look at issues of power and equity within school
culture (Reflection, August 2, 2012). How could the school work harder to uphold every
student’s right to a safe educational environment? Were certain groups of students denied
rights? How could historical examples inform their work at Centennial?
The Robert F. Kennedy Center for Justice and Human Rights (2012) defines
bullying as “an act of repeated aggressive behavior in order to intentionally hurt another
person, physically or mentally” (Glossary section, para. 1). When bullying is targeted at
specific groups such as gay or lesbian students, or in the case of Centennial, a student
with a disability, it is a human rights violation. Shawn recognized that the anti-bullying
committee had not yet reached this shared understanding, but she believed they had laid a
foundation for more explicit discussions and actions connecting bullying and school
climate to human rights and social justice.
Explorations of Power
The bullying incident that sparked the work of the committee brought issues of
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power to the surface. The student bullies were well liked, academically successful,
and from families of high socioeconomic status. The victim was a student in Centennial’s
special education program. Shawn questioned, “Where is the power? Is there an
intimidation factor? Is there an abuse of power?” (April 11, 2012). This discussion led to
examining the responsibility of other students. Hundreds of students looked on as a
student was continuously harassed on the school bus. Implementing the bully reporting
system encouraged students to speak out.
NIOS activities also incorporated studies of power by teachers and students. One
extension activity guided small groups of students through discussions of power and
power imbalances and abuses. Students also examined the fine line between situations
they could handle on their own versus situations that called for adult intervention.
Expanding NIOS would provide further opportunities for critical study of power in
Centennial’s school culture.
Empowerment of specific groups of students also played an important role in the
movement to improve school climate. Developing resiliency training to support students
who were frequently bullied was one form of empowerment; another important shift was
redesigning the Friday School program for students with recurring academic and
behavior problems. Taking proactive steps to address the needs of marginalized students,
and enlisting the support of their families in the process, Centennial began to actively
address power imbalances and help students to see their own efficacy.
Ongoing Tasks
Shawn viewed incorporation of explicit HRE and development of a clear SJ
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framework as ongoing tasks in her own teaching, for the anti-bullying committee, and
for the Centennial community. She reflected on progress made.
The issue [of school climate] has earned both time and attention; the staff at our
school overwhelmingly recognized the social/emotional health of our students as
the primary concern at our campus. I do not think this would have been the case a
year ago. (Shawn, Reflection, August 2, 2012)
Looking toward the future, the committee aimed to further improve communication with
administrators. Active collaboration among all stakeholders was needed to fully integrate
their work into the culture at Centennial.
Shawn hoped to increase student voices within the movement at Centennial. She
personally reached out to students through surveys and discussions and brought their
responses and ideas back to the committee. One example involved the term bullying
itself. Her students did not like the word and wanted to develop different vocabulary to
discuss harassment and mistreatment of students on campus (Shawn, June 11, 2012).
Moving from awareness building to implementation of programs with SJ and
HRE at the core was a goal shared by Shawn and a handful of colleagues. “I see it as my
job to keep infusing the . . . idea of social justice and to talk about it more as a social
movement” (Shawn, June 11, 2012). The committee was dedicated to educating
themselves and the school community in order to create a more just and equitable school.
Kate: Cultivating Youth Voice and Engagement
Kate’s mini-PAR project centered on the creation of a classroom blog dedicated to
issues of human rights and social justice. Students used the blog to research, reflect, and
write about topics presented in class and issues in which they had a personal interest.
Kate found the blog to be an effective tool that provided students with an audience for
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their ideas and opinions. Kate found the blog and use of the Internet offered “endless
opportunities of exposure and expression that students [were] eager to seek out”
(Reflection, September 5, 2012).
Kate’s research questions focused on issues of pedagogy. She explored what kinds
of human rights and social justice issues attracted students. Kate also used her research
question to engage in self-reflection about censorship in the classroom. With feedback
and support from the PAR team, she was better able to articulate her ideas about topic
choice and censorship. Lastly, Kate was interested in moving her students from a
problem-oriented standpoint towards transformative action.
Kate: Research Question 1: What Types of Social Justice and Human Rights
Information Most Interest Students?
In class, Kate presented her students with a variety of topics; examples included
current events in the Bay Area, racial discrimination in the U.S., and the plight of humans
and animals around the globe. She found her students were consistently interested in the
struggles of other people around the world, especially environmental issues and those
they could relate to personally. From subjects discussed in class, she encouraged students
to look more deeply into related issues that interested them. Kate noticed the students
returning to several issues: human trafficking, police violence, and problems within the
military. Through the class blog, Kate also became aware of the power of the Internet to
motivate her students to seek out information and give them a voice to write about issues
that mattered.
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Issues of Violence
Many of Kate’s students personally experienced violence and trauma. They could
relate to issues of conflict and had empathy for people around the world who faced
violence and marginalization on a daily basis. Aja was particularly interested in human
trafficking and police violence. Benjamin chose to research the issue of rape in the U.S.
military. Terrence’s interest in Trayvon Martin led him to look more deeply at racial
violence and inequality.
The war in Afghanistan and soldiers with PTSD [post-traumatic stress disorder]
rang true because so many of my students have experienced trauma and know
what it is like to live life through incredible resilience. Tragedies of young people
being murdered by community officials or police were also extremely important
to them as they regularly witness and have even experienced police violence.
(Kate, Reflection, September 5, 2012)
Kate offered her classroom as a safe space where students could freely discuss issues of
violence that affected them and their communities. Critical examinations of historical and
current systems of power were woven into these discussions; students made connections
between violations of their rights and the rights of others, cultivating a sense of solidarity.
Kate encouraged students to compare and contrast separate incidents of violence.
The class engaged in critical dialogue as they learned about Trayvon Martin, Remarley
Graham, Oscar Grant, and Kenneth Chamberlain, a 68-year old African American man
killed in his home in by police officers in White Plains, New York in 2011. The class
examined the similarities and differences in the cases and the role of the legal system.
Instead of dismissing all of these incidents as racist acts of police violence, they looked
below the surface. Students began to see complexities within these issues of police
violence.
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Kate encouraged her class to take these discussions further and connect issues
of race and police violence to their own lives. During a class discussion, Terrence
reflected, “I think they [police] are there to protect us, but a lot of times I just think they
are there to mess with us” (Kate, May 17, 2012). Kate helped her students find their own
power in situations where they encountered police. “We practiced ways to speak with
police officers if one is approached and discussed how to be assertive while still
complying to avoid confrontation” (Reflection, September 5, 2012). These discussions
had the potential to positively impact students in their neighborhoods, perhaps even save
their lives.
Similar to her students, Kate was often inspired to look more deeply into an event
or issue of violence following class discussions. She questioned her own views and
privilege as a white woman. Her experience watching the YouTube video with Aja
(described in The Elephant in the Room section in this chapter) prompted her to take a
closer look at police violence. She came to the conclusion these “were not simply isolated
incidents, . . . mistakes, or misjudgments” (Kate, Reflection, September 5, 2012). She
saw patterns that repeated across time and place. Learning alongside each other and
facing issues of violence head-on built trust and supported further inquiry in Kate’s
classroom.
Internet Possibilities
Kate found the Internet to be an invaluable tool for teaching about human rights
and bringing issues of justice to students’ attention. Through the Internet she and her
students had access to information not covered in mainstream media. Using the Internet
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was motivational; “students are driven to the internet, not only for the socializing and
pop culture, but also for the incredible amount of information they can access” (Kate,
Reflection, September 5, 2012). Students were particularly drawn to images and video
related to issues of rights and justice.
Using the Internet as a tool was a way to teach students about primary and
secondary sources. They learned to differentiate between the two types of information
and to read secondary source information with a critical eye. Art and music videos
provided examples of primary sources in which pop culture intersected with issues of
human rights and social justice. The students found artistic interpretations of the issues
discussed in the classroom, bringing topics to life through a different medium. In their
blog posts, Kate required students to include an outside source alongside reflections.
Notably, using the Internet medium of the classroom blog provided students with
a voice to share their interests, thoughts, and reflections.
My students were thrilled to write on the blog, and for a few of them, it was the
first time they really felt like they could share information they had found with a
wide audience. The blog allowed each student to write about issues they cared
about while also creating a community of like-minded thinkers. (Kate, Reflection,
September 5, 2012)
Having an audience, especially when readers made comments, was particularly
motivating. Aja provided a great example of the enthusiasm that accompanied making her
voice heard. Kate recalled:
One day during computer time I looked over and there she is setting up another
blog. So she uses our blog for human rights and social justice [issues] and then
she does art and music and things she likes on her own blog. (May 17, 2012)
Kate hoped to follow Aja’s lead and give more students an opportunity to set up personal
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blogs the next school year.
At times students wanted to write what was on their mind, but had not consulted
outside sources. Rather than discourage these posts, Kate created a ‘Free Speech’ section
of the classroom blog, which became a running series of comments, thoughts and
questions. One student wrote, “Words are very powerful. Power is in numbers. One
voice, one movement, occupy your life” (Classroom blog, March 2, 2012). Within an
academic setting, students had a place where they could simply write what they were
feeling and engage in conversations with classmates.
Although using the Internet as a tool provided students with a voice and access to
a variety of media sources, it also allowed uncensored access to information. For Kate,
this was an ongoing dilemma; the complexities of censorship became the subject of her
second research question.
Kate: Research Question 2: To What Extent, If Any, Should Teachers Censor
Their Students or Themselves?
Kate frequently questioned the content of her classroom instruction and
discussion. Allowing students the freedom to pursue issues often led to topics steeped in
violence and sexuality. At our April 2012 meeting, she posed several questions to the
team, “How much do you allow them to know? What is appropriate and what is too
much?” (April 11, 2012). She wondered if she should discourage students from reading
or “viewing certain material due to their age” (Kate, Reflection, September 5, 2012). Our
discussion within the team focused on the sources of information students were taking in,
how to provide a safe space where youth could process difficult topics, and the idea that
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access to information is a human right.
Sources of Information
Many of the current events Kate presented to her class were drawn from online
articles on the websites of the BBC, PBS, NPR, and The Guardian. She also directed
students to these sites during their independent research, though she did not discourage
them from using other sources. She worked with students to evaluate sources and assess
the validity of information.
Within our PAR team discussions, we agreed that content from reputable news
sources was completely appropriate for Kate’s students, who were 13 and 14-years old.
Kate reiterated that her students’ realities were already violent. Shocking images existed
in their everyday lives; she was not exposing them to information that was completely
new or allowing them to view images for which they had no background knowledge.
YouTube, on the other hand, was a more complicated source. When Aja found the video
of police violence in her neighborhood, Kate decided it was not appropriate for the whole
class to see. On a case-by-case basis, Kate evaluated videos students wanted to share to
be sure they were suitable for the classroom.
Providing a Context for Discussion
Students in Kate’s class needed a place to make sense of what they witnessed on
the streets and the images they saw in the media.
Watching these images together also gave us a chance to process and discuss what
we witnessed, giving them [students] an opportunity to share how they felt and
also allowing me to put shocking images into context and focus on positive
solutions to the many injustices we witnessed. (Kate, Reflection, September 5,
2012)
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Kate concluded the value of watching and discussing alarming images and news
stories in the safe space of the classroom outweighed the risks. The other PAR team
members agreed that students needed a forum to talk about the elephant in the room (a
topic of our group research questions). In a team meeting, Shawn pointed out,
Even if you censor them, you can’t stop them [students] from being interested in
it [a topic] and going and finding more videos and still thinking about it and
processing it; so you might as well do that in a really open and in a safe way. You
are there too and you can help them process it. (April 11, 2012)
Creating a space to process difficult topics and images was essential to constructing a
democratic classroom.
Independent research also helped clarify students’ experiences and issues they
heard about from other sources. For instance, Benjamin, who became interested in the
epidemic of rape in the U.S. military, first heard about the issue on a TV program. By
allowing him to do further research in the classroom, Kate enabled him to learn more
about this topic and to see it from multiple perspectives. In a PAR meeting, Kate shared
that she saw Benjamin as a young man who might pursue a career in the military. She
saw value in encouraging him to learn about gender roles and power dynamics within the
military and engaging him in discussions about these matters (April 11, 2012).
Access to Information as a Human Right
As our PAR team discussed Kate’s censorship question, Amy pointed out that
access to information, especially to news, is a human right, even for children (April 11,
2012). In fact, Article 13.1 of the Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC) states:
The child shall have the right to freedom of expression; this right shall include
freedom to seek, receive and impart information and ideas of all kinds, regardless
of frontiers, either orally, in writing or in print, in the form of art, or through any
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other media of the child's choice. (United Nations, 1990)
Kate was reassured that her instinct in the classroom – to provide students with the
freedom to pursue current events and issues in which they had an interest – was protected
as a human right. Her teaching practices exemplified teaching through human rights by
honoring the rights of her students and for human rights by encouraging students to
educate themselves and take action on issues of human rights.
Kate: Research Question 3: What Are Effective Methods to Teach Students
to Be Solution or Action Oriented?
This research question grew out of Kate’s observation that she and her students
were often problem-oriented and struggled to come up with solutions. They were learning
about human rights violations in their communities and around the world, but Kate felt
that a positive action component was missing. She saw recognition and discussion of
problems as a first step, but wanted to empower her students to action. The blog was a
first step towards action and Kate continued to think about other methods to encourage
her students as social activists.
Blogging as Action
Through our PAR team discussions, Kate came to see the classroom blog as a
concrete instrument for action. Shawn reminded her, “Your blog is absolutely an action
component; . . . that is a very tangible thing” (June 11, 2012). As our research came to an
end, Kate reflected more about the blog as action. “Giving students an opportunity to
share information they have learned engages them in difficult topics” (Kate, Reflection,
September 5, 2012). Through their blog posts, her students had become teachers. Their
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personal written reflections together with links to news articles and videos were a
way for students to teach others about the topics they researched.
By educating their readers on issues that mattered, Kate’s students were taking
action. Readers of the classroom blog included students in the class, Rosewood teachers
and staff, and friends and families of teachers and students. Knowing they had an
audience motivated students to use the blog even more frequently.
When comments were received, or when they shared the information on their
Facebook and friends “liked” their posting, they expressed excitement and would
immediately ask to do something else for the blog. They also took ownership and
pride over the information that was posted on the blog, sometimes debating with
each other if the topics posted were worthy. (Kate, Reflection, September 5, 2012)
While Kate had envisioned action on a broader scale, she knew the blog had made an
impact on her unique population of students within the context of her class. She
concluded, “All arguments aside, the blog allowed students to take action – in their own
learning and for their immediate community” (Reflection, September 5, 2012).
Next Steps
Kate saw the classroom blog as a successful first step in moving her students from
problems towards solutions. In the coming school year, she was enthusiastic to take even
more steps. She was interested in the idea of student letter-writing campaigns, which
Amy mentioned at our June 2012 PAR meeting. Writing to legislators and receiving
responses on issues discussed in class could easily integrate into existing social studies
curriculum. While continuing the blog, Kate also planned to offer her incoming students a
number of different examples of how to take action. She concluded her reflections on her
third research question; “I also hope to expand our projects beyond the Internet with a
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goal to take the voices we have created to the streets and into direct action”
(September 5, 2012). By planting enough seeds, she trusted the students would come up
with their own ideas for taking action towards social change.
Amy: Incorporating PAR Into High School Service Learning
Amy’s commitment to improving and expanding College Academy’s service
learning program led her to question the value of independent volunteer work during
senior year. Without a classroom component, she felt the program was falling back on
more traditional definitions of service and lacked deeper exploration of issues in the
communities where students served. As the director of service learning, she set about
creating change in the curriculum.
Still in her first year at College Academy, Amy was also adapting to a very
different environment than her past teaching positions. She used her mini-PAR project to
look at the realities of service learning work in a private independent school. Her research
questions were directed towards understanding the benefits and complexities at a school
that prioritized service learning and civic engagement. She wanted to look more closely
at the role of SJ and HRE with College Academy students. Lastly, she analyzed how to
integrate PAR into the senior service learning curriculum.
Amy: Research Question 1: What is the Role of Service Learning in
Social Justice Education and Human Rights Education?
Amy taught in Catholic schools before moving to her current position at College
Academy. From her previous experiences, she knew that service learning originally
stemmed from the Catholic education tradition where it “was part of a religious practice
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to serve the poor” (Amy, Reflection, July 9, 2012). As independent private schools
adopted service learning programs and requirements, the definition expanded to
incorporate a learning component for the student volunteers as they provide service in the
community. Amy defined a critical service learning program as one that explores systems
of power that operate within a community to better understand the problems community
members face; this was the kind of program in which she believed.
Going Beyond Service
In her work with students, Amy explained volunteer work as one way to be
involved in the community, but not the only way. She encouraged students to talk about
the roles they currently played in their community and society and to imagine the roles
they would like to play. She posed this question to her students, “What is our place versus
what we want our place to be?” (Amy, June 11, 2012). One of Amy’s main objectives in
revising the senior service learning curriculum was to make sure seniors were not simply
completing volunteer hours to fulfill a requirement, but were actively working to
understand the social systems at work in the communities of their volunteer placements.
She hoped to build on the previous three years of College Academy’s service learning
program to create a cohesive senior curriculum. An important change involved adding a
classroom component where students processed and discussed issues faced in their
volunteer organizations and communities.
Amy and her colleague in the service learning department spent a great deal of
time crafting the new senior course, so that in addition to their service learning
internships, seniors participated in a 12-week course. A copy of the full course
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description is provided in Appendix B. The course objective stated: “This studentdriven course aims to couple collective inquiry with an independent internship to create
positive social change” (College Academy, 2012). In twice weekly seminars, students
made connections between concepts learned in the previous three years and applied their
current work in the larger community to their learning.
Amy was already working with her junior service learning class to examine the
idea of reciprocity within service learning. During my classroom observation, she showed
a video about the microfinance organization Kiva. Afterwards, the students referred to
two charts; one illustrated differences between charity and justice and one showed the
phases of community engagement. Students discussed the ways in which charity worked
only on the effects of economic inequality, while working towards justice had the
potential to get to root causes of people’s struggles (Observation, April 10, 2012).
Integrating similar classroom discussions into the senior year not only maintained
continuity, but also gave seniors a chance to more deeply investigate reciprocity and their
role within community partnerships.
Understanding Systems of Power
To build a critical service learning program that incorporated principles of social
justice and HRE, Amy believed she needed to teach students to understand systems of
power and oppression. Critically examining power and oppression within the community
and the larger society would better prepare students to understand social problems. Amy
reflected, “The students I work with are empowered and most feel that their voice is
heard. I have to work with students more about understanding their own power and
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challenging them to understand large systems of power” (July 9, 2012).
As the PAR team discussed what it meant to teach predominantly White uppermiddle class students about power and oppression, Amy referred to a quote she heard
from Audre Lord – that study of oppression must exist alongside study of privilege (June
11, 2012). In her junior service learning class, privilege within systems of power was an
integral part of the course. Amy brought in speakers representing different racial and
ethnic backgrounds who challenged students to think critically about their own identities
and the role of privilege in their lives. The students read Peggy McIntosh’s (1989) essay
in which she describes privilege as “an invisible weightless knapsack of special
provisions, maps, passports, codebooks, visas, clothes, tools and blank checks” (p. 10).
They watched videos of writer and anti-racist activist Tim Wise speaking about white
privilege. The work of Oakland, California artist Ariel Luckey served as another model
for students to explore identity and privilege. Critical reflection accompanied each class
activity and helped students to understand connections between privilege and oppression.
Amy brought the same critical perspective she encouraged with her students to
our PAR team discussions. She viewed HRE as another tool to help students understand
systems of power, but critiqued isolated discussions of human rights. In her teaching,
Amy preferred to weave human rights into discussions about issues that mattered to
students and the community. She even problematized privilege within a human rights
framework, seeing the United Nations as a distant organization to which real people
struggling with real issues in their communities might not be able to relate (June 11,
2012). As with other tools for empowerment and change, Amy concluded it was how
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human rights were used to create social change that was most important (Reflection,
July 9, 2012).
Amy: Research Question 2: How Can PAR Complement Social Justice Education
and Human Rights Education in the Classroom?
Amy’s experience using PAR with different groups of students led her to think
about how it could complement HRE and SJ with her students at College Academy. As
the curriculum for the new senior service learning class developed, she sought to include
a PAR component. Two themes emerged in relation to PAR with College Academy
students. First, Amy saw PAR as a tool that placed “the power of research into the hands
of the students” (Reflection, July 9, 2012). Second, she looked at the role of PAR with
different populations of youth.
PAR as an Educational Tool
Using PAR in the newly designed senior service learning class allowed students’
interest to guide learning. Amy believed “PAR could play an important role in the
classroom because it allowed students to be facilitators of their own learning” (November
16, 2011). Students were actively engaged in small group research and investigation of
topics related to their service internships. The steps of investigation, action, and reflection
imbedded in PAR were taught and guided student research. The student groups decided
on topics for collective inquiry and engaged in weekly reflection and class discussions
about their chosen issues. Finally each group was responsible for an action-oriented
group project that would bring their research to a larger audience.
As the senior service learning curriculum began to take shape, College Academy

146
convened a committee to examine the content and feasibility of the course. Two
student members of the committee provided important feedback. One student raised a
concern that unstructured discussions might distract from the content of the senior class.
Amy assured her and the rest of the committee that using PAR provided a way to
structure research methodology and discussions. Another student in her senior year
shared that ongoing discussions of course topics from the previous years took place in
informal settings; she longed for a “structured time to dig deeper into these issues we
[students] are already talking about” (Amy, February 9, 2012).
Integrating PAR into the senior class was also a way to bring together concepts
learned in the previous three years of service learning. Under the old model with no
classroom component, Amy felt many seniors lost touch with essential concepts of
identity, oppression, and privilege which they had spent a great deal of time exploring as
freshman, sophomores, and juniors. She saw PAR as a way for students to ask, “OK now
what do I do with these skills?” (Amy, February 9, 2012). Group investigation, reflection
and the culminating action projects aimed to provide a meaningful conclusion to the
service learning experience.
Authenticity of PAR
In the past, Amy’s use of PAR was consistent with the tenets of youth
participatory action research (YPAR). In her Master’s research study in Thailand she
engaged marginalized Nepali girls in research in their community. Similarly, the middle
school students in she worked with in San Francisco faced issues of violence and
economic insecurity and their YPAR projects reflected these realities. One example was
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the Stop Violence Walk-a-Thon students organized to bring attention to gang violence
in their neighborhoods. Amy was confident these projects were authentically YPAR
because the student researchers were members of the community they were investigating
and who were taking action to improve their own social conditions.
At College Academy, Amy was working with predominantly students of privilege
researching problems faced by communities to which they did not belong. “Issues of
social justice . . . aren’t personal issues for a lot of them [students]. They aren’t dealing
with hunger or discrimination in their schools or even police” (February 9, 2012).
Because she was not working with traditionally marginalized students, Amy hesitated to
call the research YPAR. She reflected, “I can follow the framework that PAR and YPAR
offer to allow students to play a key role in topics chosen and the research methodologies
that are most ethical in community work” (July 2, 2012). Earlier in our PAR discussions
she shared, “To be truly participatory it [PAR] is giving a voice to people who necessarily
wouldn’t have one” (November 16, 2011). Again, critical reflection was a part of Amy’s
process as she examined and defined her position working with youth of privilege.
Amy: Research Question 3: What is the Role of Social Justice Education
in Independent Schools?
Independent private schools are not bound to the same standards and regulations
as public schools. At their best, schools like College Academy lend themselves to
freedom within the curriculum and innovative programs such as service learning. As I
discussed in answers to Amy’s first research question, she was committed to moving
service learning away from a mentality of charity towards a program that embraced

148
issues of social justice and worked towards social change. Two main themes emerged
in relation to her third research question. First, Amy was aware that she was educating
future leaders and community decision-makers and felt a sense of duty to help these
students become future agents of positive social change. She also believed College
Academy students needed to learn to build constructive relationships within and across
the communities.
Educating Future Leaders
Amy’s students at College Academy had access to numerous opportunities in their
lives. These opportunities would likely lead a number of them to careers in which they
held positions of power. Amy noticed that some of her students already seemed very
comfortable holding power. Her students were also well versed in critical thinking and
critical inquiry. “They are taught to be critical about everything” (Amy, April 11, 2012).
While these skills allowed students to engage in intellectual discussions, she saw a lack
of emotional awareness and intelligence. She described her students as coming from a
“head space rather than a heart space” (April 11, 2012).
The responsibility of educating future leaders and influential members of the
community was not one that Amy took lightly.
Given the fact that many of the students will be in leadership positions and
positions of power, a SJ education approach is very important. Having them
[students] engage in social issues through volunteer, research, and dialogue can
impact decisions they will make later on. (Amy, Reflection, July 5, 2012).
Two of her goals as an educator were to help students apply critical thinking skills to
issues of justice and equality and to encourage youth to develop empathy and emotional
intelligence.
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Some of Amy’s students were further along in this process than others. At a
PAR team meeting, Amy described a group of senior girls who had created a feminist
organization called SWEAR (Students for Women’s Equality and Rights). Outside of
school they gathered to talk about women and their experiences. The group organized a
benefit event featuring their own stories and stories of women from around the world.
SWEAR then partnered with two international women’s organizations and donated
proceeds of the benefit to projects promoting empowerment, leadership and education for
women. Amy saw this group of young women as an example of what College Academy
students could achieve when they became engaged in issues that mattered in their lives
(April 11, 2012).
Building Positive Relationships
Helping students build relationships within and across communities was also
fundamental to Amy’s philosophy and an essential element of the new senior course. In
their internships students came in contact with people and groups with whom they may
not have been familiar. They needed tools for communication and dialogue in order to
build healthy, positive working relationships. Amy’s service learning courses were
designed “to challenge a lot of the initial assumptions they [students] may have had” in
working with different groups of people (Amy, Reflection, July 9, 2012). Comparing
their assumptions with their actual experiences facilitated better communication and
greater understanding in their service learning placements.
It was also important to help students define and embody the role of an ally. As
allies with their partner organizations, the students had time and had skills to offer to
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communities in need. Taking this a step further, Amy wanted her students to
experience a sense of reciprocity in their service learning relationships. They gained
valuable skills and experiences by working with organizations towards social change.
Amy believed explicit discussion about relationship building and the role of an ally
would “help them [students] engage in more meaningful and authentic relationships in
their adult lives” (Reflection, July 5, 2012). The ultimate goal of extending the tenets of
the service learning program during senior year was to prepare College Academy students
to use their knowledge, experiences, and tools of social change as engaged citizens
entering the adult world.
Gabriela: Learning From Experience – Urban Youth Mentors
At UYM, Gabriela and her colleagues worked to meet the urgent and specific
needs of Oakland youth. They observed that UYM mentors lacked opportunities to
continue in their leadership roles after graduation. In 2011, experienced alumni mentors
partnered with current UYM mentors to bring mentorship workshops to additional
Oakland high schools. To clarify the discussion of Gabriela’s research I use the term
mentors to refer to high school students working with UYM; the term alumni mentors
refers high school graduates who worked with UYM as students and continued as paid
workshop presenters while they attended local colleges.
Gabriela saw a need to document the continued leadership development of the
alumni mentors from their unique point of view. A PAR process to engage alumni youth
leaders in the research process began to develop. Although alumni PAR research did not
begin during the research period of this study, Gabriela used the support of our PAR
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team, her own investigation, and the input of UYM staff to lay the groundwork for
implementation the following school year. As she planned for alumni PAR, one
overarching research question guided the process. Gabriela explored ways to ensure
alumni mentors had ownership over their research and ways that adult allies could create
a structure to support them.
Gabriela: Research Question 1:How Do Alumni Mentors Take Ownership
Over a PAR Project?
As Gabriela moved forward in her individual research, she saw potential to go
beyond her initial project idea of informally gathering alumni to reflect on their
experiences using a social networking site. Managing health problems and an already
busy schedule prevented her from finding time to immediately implement a PAR group
with alumni mentors in the spring of 2012. Undeterred by these temporary setbacks,
Gabriela broadened her approach and extended her timeline; she spoke with UYM’s
associate director who initiating grant writing to “institutionalize a youth PAR project
into our [UYM’s] work” (Gabriela, Reflection, September 13, 2012). This expansion was
promising, but adding a more comprehensive youth research component to UYM’s
program would take extensive planning and organizational support. During the remainder
of her project for our research team, Gabriela discussed the PAR project idea with alumni
youth, laid out the steps for implementation, and explored the possible benefits of youth
involvement in UYM program research.
Consulting Alumni Mentors About PAR
The potential of engaging alumni youth in UYM research was exciting for
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Gabriela. She was constantly looking for ways to gather program feedback from their
youth leaders. One alumni mentor worked as a UYM intern and helped the organization
with program evaluations the previous year. Gabriela reflected, “I realized that having her
be a part of this process gave our UYM team fresh eyes to evaluate the work” (September
13, 2012). Gabriela believed alumni PAR and the unique perspectives of youth could play
an important role within the organization and fill a gap in UYM’s data collection process.
The alumni mentors, all enrolled in nearby colleges and universities, “were asking
for more opportunities to continue supporting UYM” (Gabriela, Reflection, September
13, 2012). They wanted to stay connected to the organization, were eager for additional
work, and had a number of ideas for gathering data about their roles at UYM. Gabriela
reached out to them to gather feedback about the possibilities of PAR. From the interest
the alumni mentors expressed during these conversations and their level of commitment
to expanding their work with UYM, Gabriela anticipated a high level of engagement
(May 17, 2012).
The alumni mentors responded enthusiastically to Gabriela’s inquiries about PAR.
Their innovative ideas spanned a variety of research topics and methodologies. “Some
offered to interview adults to learn the impact UYM programming has had on their
schools and [on] their perception of young people” (Gabriela, Reflection, September 13,
2012). They suggested bringing together focus groups of student mentors and freshman
that had attended their workshops. The alumni also wanted to create new and innovative
ways to document reflections by student and alumni youth mentors. Returning to some of
the original ideas proposed for the small informal PAR project, they suggested using
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Internet media like Tumblr and Blogger to make reflections and research findings
more interactive.
Additionally, the alumni were interested in collecting data on their experiences
working together to bring UYM to more schools. Jasmine, an alumni mentor, was
particularly surprised by how much she enjoyed working with mentors from other high
schools and presenting to students at new schools. She commented, “I actually enjoy
teaching the Wilson [High School] students more than I did my own school” (Gabriela,
May 17, 2012). Jasmine wanted to study this phenomenon more closely and Gabriela was
interested to hear the alumni mentors’ feedback about facilitating workshops in different
schools. From the alumni mentors’ responses to questions about PAR, reflections about
their work, and observations of their commitment to working with students at various
high schools, Gabriela felt confident the alumni PAR project would be of value to UYM.
Educational and Research Opportunities
Taking the PAR idea to her colleagues at UYM was a risk; they were already a
“high paced, deadline driven organization” and lacked time and money for additional
programs (Gabriela, Reflection, September 13, 2012). Gabriela first spoke to UYM’s
associate director, Jeanette, a former Oakland teacher and UYM teaching partner. Jeanette
responded encouragingly to the idea of implementing PAR with the alumni mentors and
suggested seeking funding sources so UYM staff could spend time creating and
maintaining the necessary infrastructure. As our team PAR concluded in the summer of
2012, UYM was in the process of formalizing a structure for the PAR project and writing
grants for funding.

154
The rationale for including PAR in UYM’s work was to “provide sound
educational training and hands-on research knowledge that is helpful to them [mentors]
as agents of change” (Gabriela, Reflection, September 13, 2012). Gabriela advocated that
“the expertise and knowledge of young people should be utilized on all levels” and saw a
UYM “research wing” as a way to achieve this goal (Gabriela, Reflection, September
2012). Working with the alumni mentors on a PAR project was a first step toward
integrating more extensive research opportunities for youth within UYM’s programs.
In observations of the alumni during their workshops, Gabriela had noticed the
evolution of their mentorship. At our January 2012 PAR team meeting, she considered the
importance of the unique perspectives of UYM alumni mentors. “They are at a different
place in their leadership development . . . [and] I want to get some data from it”
(Gabriela, January 25, 2012). She viewed the alumni PAR project as a method of
gathering crucial organizational data about how the alumni mentor program worked, as
well as a way to provide ongoing support for UYM leaders.
Including young adults in their programming was also a response to a need within
the community. Gabriela reflected,
Since ‘aging out’ is such a problem in most community based organizations’
programs, this is a creative way to continue supporting these young leaders and
scholars, after they’ve graduated from Oakland schools. What I’ve seen is
students who receive their high school diploma [then] have little support while
they transition into college. (Reflection, September 13, 2012).
Community-based organizations that provided support for students in high school often
did not have programs for youth as they entered young adulthood. Putting research and
knowledge building into the hands of these young adults would be beneficial to the
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alumni mentors, to the UYM organization, and to the Oakland community.
In addition, the alumni PAR project had the potential to expand the mentors’
capabilities as workshop presenters and introduce them to a range of research tools and
methodologies. Several of the alumni mentors expressed an interest in becoming teachers
or community educators when they finished college and could put PAR to use in their
work. In fact, strong research skills would be of benefit regardless of their career paths.
The PAR Process and Possibilities
Gabriela anticipated multiple steps along the way to solidify the alumni PAR
project. First alumni mentors would need training and an introduction to PAR
methodology. Next they would learn about “current evaluation and data collection
processes so they [could] become familiar with UYM’s research” (Gabriela, Reflection,
September 13, 2012). Alumni mentors would support data collection and analysis using
UYM’s current evaluation tools. Then the alumni mentors would have an opportunity to
provide feedback on those tools based on their experiences first as student mentors and
later as alumni.
Once the alumni mentors were familiar with PAR and current research
methodology employed at UYM, they would be prepared to design their own research
approaches to issues they viewed as important within the organization. Gabriela
envisioned this research taking a variety of forms:
Whether it is to learn about their own leadership development (through
participation in the district funded ‘Making A-G Real’ workshops [to provide
students with guidance in meeting graduation requirements for University of
California admission]) or being the youth researchers conducting small focus
groups or interviewing key adult partners at our [UYM] sites. (Reflection,
September 13, 2012)

156
Creative research input from youth who had experienced UYM as students and alumni
mentors could add vitality and creativity to program evaluation.
A final step in the alumni mentor PAR process would be an action component to
bring their work to a broader audience outside UYM. Gabriela imagined the alumni
mentors “creating their own young adult/educator presentation to show community
partners what they learned” (Reflection, September 13, 2012). She trusted the PAR
process to help the alumni mentors narrow the focus and inform the development of their
investigation, reflection, and action.
Gabriela predicted that institutionalizing the alumni PAR project would be “a
fantastic solution . . . to a gap in our [UYM’s] work” (Reflection, September 13, 2012).
As our PAR team research concluded she had set a process in motion to bring the voices
of youth – alumni mentors who had successfully graduated high school and enrolled in
college – to the attention of UYM as an organization and to the larger community. Just as
our research team was building knowledge about our experiences as educators for social
change, Gabriela had laid a foundation for the alumni mentors to play a critical role in
their own knowledge building.
Summary: Different Contexts, Similar Themes
PAR brought this team of educators closer in relationship to each other and closer
to understanding the roles of HRE and SJ in the classroom. From the PAR process, we
gained a supportive network to navigate celebrations and challenges over the course of
the research period. Furthermore, we cemented lasting relationships by engaging in
honest, critical dialogue about our life’s work. The flexibility of our PAR study
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encouraged the teacher researchers to dig deeply into an issue they faced in their work
as well as to investigate, reflect, and transform their work in education. By planning
ongoing action, we committed to sharing our PAR experiences with other educators.
We took risks to explore our own identities, oppression, and privilege. As a group
of women educators with a range of identities – feminist, gay, straight, married, single,
Latina, Filipina, European-American and many more – we came together to share beliefs
and experiences that influenced our teaching. We defended and problematized HRE and
SJ to come to an agreement that regardless of terminology, these approaches must be
relevant to students’ lives and implemented through critical pedagogy. We gave examples
from our own teaching practice of the numerous ways that HRE and SJ could be
integrated throughout the curriculum.
The PAR team was made up of educators whose central purpose in teaching was
to prepare students to become agents of change in their own lives and in the larger world.
To this end, they created spaces – from Kate’s classroom, to Amy’s service learning
department, to Shawn’s anti-bullying committee, and Gabriela’s community based
organization – where youth and adult allies worked to address issues of equality and
justice. They engaged in extensive curriculum planning, yet allowed space for student
interest to guide learning. Student inquiry was central to their teaching, and they did not
shy away from discussing issues often considered off-limits in the classroom.
The teacher researchers’ mini-PAR projects varied widely, yet each demonstrated
that structured support from adult allies could enrich students’ lives and educational
experiences. Shawn was instrumental in a social movement to improve school climate at
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Centennial; Kate’s classroom blog gave her students a platform to let their voices be
heard and prompted deep inquiry; Amy enhanced senior service learning at College
Academy to include PAR investigation into relevant social issues; and Gabriela set in
motion a youth PAR component at UYM. Engaging in PAR impacted each of us, giving
us a forum to look more deeply into our work with youth, the education system, and
ourselves.
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CHAPTER VI
SUMMARY OF FINDINGS, DISCUSSION,
RECOMMENDATIONS, AND CONCLUSIONS
“Sometimes it can feel lonely . . . . I really appreciated being accountable to and
encouraged by a diverse group engaged in similar work.”
(Shawn, Reflection, August 2, 2012)
Summary of Findings
The findings of the research team spanned a wide range of themes. First, through
the cycles of investigation, reflection, and action imbedded in PAR, we responded to
valid concerns facing educators. The democratic and flexible nature of the PAR process
encouraged discussion and investigation of issues within the larger context of education
and our personal challenges. We brought our past experiences and passions to the
research team and the classroom to examine why and how we used our teaching for
social change.
By defining and differentiating between HRE and SJ, our PAR team arrived at
shared understandings about effective methods in teaching to transform. We agreed that
overlap between disciplines created openings for using HRE in connection with other
approaches. The team also concluded that HRE must address the cultural context and
relevant issues in students’ lives in order to be effective. Critical pedagogy offered a
framework for ensuring HRE connected to students’ personal experiences.
The teacher researchers provided examples of how they created democratic spaces
and used teaching methods that encouraged student analysis of social and political
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structures. Research findings also revealed numerous possibilities for engaging youth
in relevant HRE and SJ issues across diverse teaching contexts. We demonstrated that
HRE could address current teaching standards and curriculum requirements while
creating space for student inquiry in topics significant to their lives.
Finally, PAR allowed each teacher to engage in action research to transform some
aspect of her work. The PAR team provided support for Shawn to work towards social
change at Centennial, for Kate to add student voice and choice to her curriculum, and for
Amy and Gabriela to integrate PAR into their work with students. Individually and
collectively, PAR facilitated a transformative experience.
Discussion
Teachers Engaged in PAR
Each member of the PAR team reflected on the value of coming together as a
research community. Meeting on a regular basis connected us to each other and engaged
us in our work. Our discussions moved between personal experiences and broader
questions and concerns about education. Ideas from research team meetings were
mirrored in the teachers’ work with students and in each teacher’s mini-PAR project.
Each teacher valued different aspects of our PAR meetings. Kate was inspired to bring
new projects and concepts to her classroom; Shawn appreciated having a space to reflect
and generate ideas; Gabriela felt supported by the blend of “scholarship and praxis”
(Reflection, September 13, 2012); and Amy found it valuable to engage in discussions
about education with teachers outside College Academy.
Describing PAR, Koirala-Azad and Fuentes (2010) emphasized, “given the proper
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tools, the people most affected by a problem are not only capable of better
understanding their realities, but also are the best equipped to address their struggles”
(p. 1). Teachers and their students are the people most acutely affected by the myriad
challenges within the current education system. Putting PAR into the hands of teachers
and – through these teachers – into the hands of youth, has the potential for creating new
knowledge and solutions. The transformational work of each teacher in this study
demonstrates the potential for PAR within communities of educators.
Need for Teacher Inquiry
Engaging teachers in PAR addresses a need for teacher inquiry to support changes
in practice and transformation of the education system. Decades ago, researchers
(Cochran-Smith & Lyttle, 1999; Kyle & Hovda, 1987; Nixon, 1987; Pugach & Johnson,
1990) wrote extensively about the teacher research movement. This movement, which
gained momentum in the early 1990s, built upon the idea of teachers as experts in
education. Momentum lagged in the early 2000s as a result of No Child Left Behind
(2001), an emphasis on standardized testing, and policies that undermined teachers as
professionals (O’Donnell-Allen, 2004). More recent studies (Friedrich & McKinney,
2010; Hoffman-Kipp, Artiles & Lopez-Torres, 2003; Jimenez-Castellanos, 2010; Wirsing,
2009) renewed interest in teacher inquiry and encouraged researchers to broaden the
scope of inquiry to address issues of culture, power, and justice within education.
Spaces of teacher inquiry are continually needed. Friedrich and McKinney (2010)
wrote that a teacher or school’s commitment to social justice was not enough; it was
collaborative, critical inquiry that pushed teachers to deeply examine inequities and adapt
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teaching practices to meet the needs of their students. Wirsing (2009) wrote that her
teacher inquiry group provided support when she struggled and momentum to “forge
ahead” (p. 27). Kate’s thoughts about the research team were similar; she was given a
forum to discuss and process challenging issues and “provided [with] feedback that could
be directly applied to [the] classroom” (Reflection, September 5, 2012).
Friedrich and McKinney (2010) and Wirsing (2009) also echoed Shawn’s
sentiment that a research group created accountability. The structure of our PAR team
meetings, which included monthly updates on each teacher’s mini-PAR project, built in
this sense of accountability. Lastly, research on teacher inquiry (Friedrich & McKinney,
2010; Wirsing, 2009) pointed to the power of a team approach to solving teaching
problems. “There was strength in numbers; that strength made me willing to take a risk
and try something with the help of others” (Wirsing, 2009, p. 31). The teacher researchers
in this study confirmed that a supportive team encouraged them to go beyond what they
were capable of when working alone.
Teacher inquiry using PAR has the power to change education through the
transformation of individuals, communities, and systems. However, these transformations
require spaces for authentic, critical inquiry. O’Donnell-Allen (2004) wrote, “Teachers
are likely to create authentic learning environments for their students only if such
contexts exist for them . . . giving them the courage to teach against the grain” (p. 51).
Expanding on O’Donnell-Allen’s idea, I propose that youth can only be inspired towards
change if teachers and youth allies become models of social change. PAR methodology is
a vehicle for social change. As Cammarota and Fine (2008) stated, “PAR knowledge is
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active and NOT passive. Research findings become launching pads for ideas, actions,
plans, and strategies to initiate social change” (p. 6).
Action Researchers as Agents of Change
Duncan-Andrade (2007) positioned action research as a methodology enabling
participants – or in the case of our PAR study, co-researchers – to see themselves as
“capable change agents” (p. 619). The process of action research became a lasting tool to
be “used and reused to continually improve the conditions in most need of attention” (p.
619). Kate, Shawn, Amy, and Gabriela personalized PAR to their individual teaching
contexts, using it as a tool to improve conditions for youth and their allies.
Across a variety of classrooms, schools, and communities, inquiry groups create
organic spaces for research. O’Donnell-Allen (2004) referred to these spaces, generated
by her research team of four educators, as “co-laboratories” (p. 65). The research process
within the co-laboratories made a lasting impression on the educators in O’DonnellAllen’s study, suggesting the power of action research to place teachers in the role of
what Giroux (1988) called the transformative intellectual. As transformative intellectuals,
Giroux encouraged teachers to combine scholarship with reflection and action in order to
democratize education for students.
Jimenez-Castellanos’s (2010) critical action research with Latino/a educators in
Southern California provided another example of the impact of teacher inquiry. Critical
investigation, reflection, and action “helped them [the teachers] recreate their reality and
thus see other possibilities within the realm of action” (p. 79). Jimenez-Castellanos noted
a newly developed solidarity in the teachers’ work; as transformative intellectuals, they
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took action to advocate for the needs of their low-income Latino students.
Each teacher in this study embodied the transformative intellectual previous to
our PAR process. They viewed themselves and their teaching practice through a critical
lens. Through PAR, the teacher researchers continued to transform and recreate their
realities. Shawn was instrumental in a process to transform school climate and eradicate
bullying at Centennial. Kate provided a platform for her students to connect with and
reflect on social and political issues so their voices could be heard. Amy reinvented
senior service learning at College Academy to incorporate PAR-based inquiry. Gabriella
extended the scope of UYM by incorporating youth into the research process and offering
new opportunities for young adults in Oakland.
Essential Qualities of Educators for Human Rights and Social Justice
The findings of our PAR study revealed shared qualities among this group of
educators. As Duncan-Andrade (2007) observed, the voices of educators are noticeably
absent from research on effective teaching practice. Through PAR team discussions, my
classroom observations, and the teachers’ reflections, this study aimed to contribute to
research on successful teaching of HRE and SJ in various contexts. The teacher
researchers made conscious choices about the structure of their classrooms, their
interactions with students, and their expectations for students and themselves; they
purposefully integrated issues of human rights and social justice across subject areas.
Furthermore the teacher researchers constantly examined their teaching and themselves to
ensure their work reflected their beliefs. Their teaching was never static, and they were
compelled to develop as transformative intellectuals. The teachers on the PAR team
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served as models for teaching critically and effectively from an HRE and SJ
framework.
Pillars of Effective Practice
In his study of urban teachers, Duncan-Andrade (2007) laid out five pillars of
effective practice. Based on teachers he called the Ridas, “a popular cultural term that
refers to people who can be counted on during times of extreme duress” (p. 623),
Duncan-Andrade saw consistent ideas and practices manifested differently. The pillars
included: critically conscious purpose, duty, preparation, Socratic sensibility, and trust.
The four teacher researchers in our study exemplified these qualities. First, the pillar of
critically conscious purpose drove them to pursue “critical awareness and analyses of
structural and material inequities” (p. 625) within our team discussions and through their
mini-PAR projects. The PAR team embraced teaching as a pursuit of equality and justice.
A sense of duty encouraged the teachers to constantly revisit their goals and
methods, also incorporating the pillar of preparation. One example of this connection
came from Amy’s research. She was committed to teaching service learning from a social
justice perspective and saw the senior class did not reflect that commitment. Taking
action to revise the senior class curriculum, Amy engaged in preparation to align her
work with her sense of duty. Shawn’s work also exemplified the pillar of duty. She and
her colleagues on the anti-bullying committee refused to accept a culture of inequity at
Centennial. Their work to improve school climate required a great deal of collaborative
preparation to build a social movement.
Duncan-Andrade (2007) explained Socratic sensibility, a term coined by Cornel
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West (2001), as “a delicate balance between confidence in their ability as teachers and
frequent self-critique” (p. 632). This trait was also evident in the work of our PAR team.
First, by engaging in inquiry-based research, the teachers examined and critiqued their
own work. Subsequently, they took risks to implement changes and improve conditions
for their students and communities. Gabriela saw a need and a desire to engage young
adults in research at UYM. Based on self-reflection and critique, Kate was aware that an
action component was missing from her students’ engagement with HRE and issues of
SJ. Implementing the class blog was a way to engage her students in writing to reach a
broad audience and guide them towards action.
Duncan-Andrade’s (2007) final pillar – trust – emerged repeatedly during our
PAR study. Each teacher demonstrated the building of trust with her students and
colleagues – from the way they structured their teaching to honest conversations about
issues that mattered. PAR reflected the centrality of trust within our methodology. We
built trust by committing to a period of collective inquiry, sharing our work and personal
lives, and remaining accountable to each other throughout the process. Like Gabriela
wrote in her reflections, though members of our team did not know each other very well,
we created a safe and trusting space where each member could bring her full self. As a
researcher, I also had to trust the PAR process would lead the research in the direction
where it was most needed.
Teaching the Taboo
Another commonality among the PAR team teachers was a willingness to address
the elephant in the room. These potentially challenging conversations took place in
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classrooms, in work with colleagues, and without fail, at our PAR meetings. Rick and
William Ayers (2011) explored this phenomenon in their book, Teaching the Taboo. The
authors described taboos as barriers or boundaries, which are created in schools and
society and result in “schools [that] banish the unpopular, squirm in the presence of the
unorthodox, [and] hide the unpleasant” (p. 6). By turning to face the taboos, our PAR
team chose to engage in social change rather than accepting education in its current state.
Gabriela’s program at UYM exposed the hidden curriculum within the education system.
Shawn refused to accept Centennial as a school that turned a blind eye to bullying and
injustice. Kate welcomed her students’ reality into the classroom and exposed them to
stories of similar struggle around the U.S. and the world; and Amy rejected the notion
that students of privilege do not need an education about the injustices faced by people in
their communities.
While teaching only about human rights does not inherently involve teaching the
taboo, critical and relevant HRE does, and this was the pedagogy and practice our team
embraced. Ayers and Ayers (2011) wrote:
The best teaching encourages students to develop the capacity to name the world
for themselves, to identify obstacles to full their full humanity, and the courage to
act upon whatever the known demands. This kind of education is
characteristically eye-popping and mind-blowing – always about opening doors
and opening minds as students forge their own pathways into a wider, shared
world. (p. 11)
Effective teachers of HRE and SJ create structures to enable students to forge their own
pathways.
The philosophies and practices of the teacher researchers reflected a combination
of Duncan-Andrade’s (2007) pillars of effective practice and ideas from Ayers and Ayers
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(2011) about teaching the taboo. The combination of these traits positioned the
teacher researchers as transformative intellectuals pursuing change within education and
society while effectively connecting teaching to students’ everyday lives. The findings of
our research showed that learning is deepened for teachers and students when it is
directed at understanding inequities and working towards social change. Through the
action component of our PAR research, we aimed to disseminate the knowledge we
gained and inform others of successful methods for HRE and SJ teaching as well as to
initiate critical conversations about the role of HRE.
HRE as a Framework
The PAR team teachers had varying degrees of experience with HRE and used
HRE methodology differently with students over the course of our research. Kate taught
the UDHR and the Convention on the Rights of the Child and referred to these
documents within discussions of local, national, and international issues. Gabriela
included explicit teaching of the UDHR in UYM’s curriculum and hoped to expand
connections between HRE and SJ. Amy taught HRE in the past; however in service
learning classes during the course of this study, she used human rights documents only as
they related to individual student projects or specific class discussions. Shawn
consciously integrated issues of justice and equality into her music classes and viewed
the work of the anti-bullying committee through a lens of social justice, but had not yet
made HRE an explicit part of her work. Returning to the literature, I examine how the
PAR team teachers embodied the tenets of HRE and related disciplines.
I propose that the teacher researchers were all human rights educators, but fell
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along a continuum of implementation. Hantzopoulos (2012) concluded that HRE
stems from a wide range of topics that matter to students and is reflected in “the
validation of multiple perspectives and locally relevant issues, all of which are part of
promoting a culture of human rights and dignity” (p. 43). Each teacher demonstrated
teaching through human rights and for human rights, but the degree of teaching about
human rights was mixed. Amy taught HRE in the past, but was at a point of
problematizing how the human rights framework fit her teaching philosophy. Kate and
Gabriela used HRE to supplement and deepen classroom content, and Shawn was
learning more about HRE in order to determine how to effectively use it in her work at
Centennial.
Transformative HRE and Empowerment
Tibbitts (2005) asked, “What is the role of HRE – personal transformation or
social change? Can these be separated?” (p. 113). The findings of this study suggest that
HRE was personally and collectively transformative for teachers and students, and these
transformations were difficult to disentangle. Each of the teacher researchers consistently
examined her role within society and beliefs about equality and justice. Through studying
issues of SJ, the PAR team teachers engaged students in critical analysis of their own
situations and realities and set about using their teaching to contribute to social change.
Their teaching reflected Meintjes’s (1997) belief that empowering HRE begins with the
concrete, moves toward critical reflection, and results in action. Examples from each
teacher’s mini-PAR project reveal student empowerment at the heart of the work: alumni
youth mentors at UYM forged new relationships and were enthusiastic to engage in their
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own PAR studies; students at Centennial had been given tools to report and prevent
bullying and began to take action on their own; Kate’s students were motivated to
investigate and reflect to bring their ideas to a larger audience on the blog; and at College
Academy, Amy put PAR into the hands of her students.
What made HRE empowering for the teachers and students in this study? First,
the educators on the team established trust with students and engaged them in issues
directly related to their own lives. Bronson’s (2012) research on HRE in Washington, DC
revealed limited success in connecting students to issues of human rights. Volunteer
human rights educators, most of whom had backgrounds in international human rights,
shied away from domestic human rights issues such as racial inequalities. “In particular
cases their hesitation or discomfort was noted by the students and impeded in-depth
discussions” (p. 52).
In contrast teachers on the PAR team consciously created spaces where students
discussed and investigated issues that mattered in their lives, even when the
conversations were challenging. For Shawn’s students, these discussions included
experiences of bullying; in Kate’s class, police violence was a reality in the students’ lives
and merited conversation. This evidence suggests that educators must know the issues
facing students in their communities, must be willing to teach the taboo, and must engage
in uncomfortable discussions. If problems cannot be honestly discussed, the possibility
for transformation through HRE is limited.
By linking HRE with transformative education and critical consciousness, the
teacher researchers in our study paralleled Latin American teachers of HRE described by
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Magendzo (2005). They “examined how the educational structure and the curriculum
interact and shape knowledge, and how this knowledge can empower people to claim
their rights” (p. 142). This was especially true for Gabriela and her UYM colleagues; the
Education 101 curriculum led students to study educational inequities in their community
and empowered them to take steps to claim their right to an equal education. By
reflecting on their teaching practice and the needs of individual learning communities, the
PAR team worked to empower students towards social change.
Solidarity Through HRE
Researchers (Andreopoulos, 2002; Bajaj, 2011a; Hornberg, 2002; Jennings, 2006;
Reardon, 1995; Tibbitts, 2008) have pointed to the power of HRE to link local issues with
transnational struggles for human rights. As Jennings (2006) stated, effective HRE brings
attention to the international human rights movement, while providing tangible, local
examples of social justice from a human rights perspective. Hornberg (2002) saw HRE as
inherently capable of crossing national, economic, social and cultural boundaries.
Similarly, Kate and Gabriela observed the power of HRE to connect youth with
struggles in different communities and different parts of the world. Gabriela wrote,
“While many times youth in urban school settings easily identify differences (race, class,
and gender), learning the UDHR gives them a framework that encourages looking at the
basic needs of all people” (Reflection, September 13, 2012). Kate exposed her students to
issues affecting people around the world and then “offered up my classroom as a safe
space to discuss and share issues that affect their community” (Reflection, September 5,
2012). Shawn was developing her impressions of HRE, but saw that human rights
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knowledge had the power to connect universal struggles with local issues. Within a
human rights framework, students could naturally make connections between the
marginalization of people in their communities and around the world.
A Shared Language
“HRE is simply a new term for an old concept: raising critical consciousness to
promote social change” (Bronson, 2012, p. 46). The teacher researchers echoed this
sentiment as we discussed definitions and differences of HRE and related fields.
Programs with different names (social justice education, peace education, citizenship
education, and ethnic studies) often encompass human rights values. “American
campaigns for social justice use an American vernacular – civil liberties, civil rights,
labor rights – not the international language of human rights. This need not be the case.”
(Ignatieff, 2002, p. 2, para. 10). A common vocabulary based on HRE could help
educators across disciplines see where they overlap. While HRE as a field of practice
may be relatively new, it has the potential to provide a common language to talk about
issues of justice and equality.
In an era of increasing globalization, HRE provides a framework for global
solutions to problems facing people around the world. The shared language of
international human rights can bridge gaps between local, national, and international
organizations to address what Andreopoulos (2002) called the “global social justice
defecit” (p. 246). By clarifying HRE vocabulary and terminology, Teleki (2007) saw the
possibility for “increased inclusion of human rights values and vocabulary in daily life
and political discourse around the world” (p. 5). As HRE grows in the U.S. and
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internationally, increased development of this shared language can promote solidarity
leading toward transnational social and political change.
Problematizing HRE
Freire (1970) calls upon citizens to critically examine structures of power. HRE
exists within the structure of international human rights, including the United Nations and
its conventions, regional and international human rights organizations and instruments,
and myriad NGOs. Our PAR process and discussions engaged this group of researchers in
critical examination to problematize the field of HRE and its implementation. Criticisms
of HRE from members of the PAR team mirrored those presented by other researchers.
For example, Cardenas (2005) asked how HRE, especially if implemented based on
national initiatives, could avoid reinforcing power imbalances and inequities. In answer
to her own question, Cardenas called for research like our PAR group in which providers
of HRE engage in critical dialogue.
As a PAR group, our strongest disagreement with HRE was of programs that did
not take culture and context into account. Amy’s experiences with HRE research in
Nepal, Thailand, and marginalized communities in the U.S. made it clear that human
rights education does not mean simply informing citizens that they have human rights
and giving them a booklet containing the UDHR. HRE must be applicable to the lives of
local students and citizens. Bronson’s (2012) study reinforced this philosophy; students of
color in Washington, DC were interested in human rights, but had trouble connecting
with HRE concepts and international case studies. The volunteer educators, no matter
how well meaning, missed opportunities to examine inequities and human rights
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violations happening in these students’ lives on a daily basis. Just as critical educators
do not accept curriculum as prescribed by state learning standards, critical human rights
educators must analyze HRE practices.
In contrast to Bronson (2012), Hantzolpoulos (2012) concluded that dynamically
integrating HRE into the fabric of a school had the potential to address educational
inequities and serve as a model for effective school reform. Humanities Preparatory
Academy “not only disseminates a culture of human rights among its students, but serves
as a form of dropout prevention and academic re-socialization” (p. 44). In this sense,
HRE served as pedagogy and a tool for empowerment for urban youth in New York City.
Full-scale implementation of HRE in U.S. schools is a noble goal, but it is
important to return to Magendzo’s (2005) question about whether all teachers are
“emotionally, pedagogically, and culturally” (p. 141) prepared to teach HRE. In our PAR
meeting conversations we addressed the challenge of requiring teachers who have not
faced their own biases to engage students in issues of race, class, and sexuality. As Kate
phrased it, “If you made human rights and social justice a requirement, that would be
great; but it would take changing the politics of our entire country” (November 16, 2011).
Despite the overwhelming obstacles faced by the human rights educators, the teachers on
our team had a deep sense of purpose that their work does make a difference, no matter
how small the scale.
Summary
The findings of our PAR study reinforced the work of previous researchers and
provided concrete examples of critical teacher inquiry and effective HRE practice.
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Parallel to research by Friedrich and McKinney (2010) and Wirsing (2009), teacher
inquiry on our PAR team strengthened our work as transformative intellectuals. Similar to
Jimenez-Castellanos’s (2010) CAR study with Latino educators, PAR proved a successful
methodology to bring together a group of teachers to address problems that affected our
teaching, students, schools, and communities. A supportive and scholarly community for
research and activism was organically formed, enabling each teacher to look deeply at an
issue she faced in her work and take action to address it through our group and individual
PAR projects (O’Donnell-Allen, 2004).
Effective HRE practices in this study mirrored Duncan-Andrade’s (2004) pillars
of effective practice. Engaging HRE curriculum was implemented through deliberate
planning and practice. The teachers worked hard to understand their own histories and
beliefs and as well as the cultural context of their school communities. They had the
courage to teach the taboo, addressing topics often off limits in the classroom (Ayers &
Ayers, 2011). An environment of trust and high expectations supported student
investigation into issues that mattered. As agents of change, the teacher researchers
served as positive role models for their students and others.
Similar to Hantzopoulos (2012), our research confirmed that effective HRE must
be relevant and meaningful to students’ lives in order to position youth to become agents
of change in their schools, communities, and the world. From Bronson (2012), it is
evident that without explicit connection to students’ lives and a willingness to discuss
uncomfortable topics, human rights educators miss out on valuable opportunities for
critical inquiry.
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Lastly, our research contributed to conversations on the potential for solidarity
through HRE. Ignatieff (2002) invited activists in U.S. campaigns for justice to embrace
human rights as an international language. In a dynamic and evolving field, educators
must also remain critical to ensure that HRE does not reproduce the very structures it
attempts to combat. As our world becomes more connected through globalization, HRE
can offer transnational solutions to local problems.
Recommendations
Opportunities for Teacher Inquiry
This study reinforced the importance of teachers coming together to discuss,
analyze, and engage in research on teaching practice and the education system. Whether
these opportunities take place within schools or with diverse groups of educators,
teachers need space and time to reflect and refine their work in a safe and supportive
environment. An understanding and inspiring group of peers or colleagues can reduce
feelings of isolation so often experienced by classroom teachers. Each teacher on the
PAR team spoke to the value of coming together as a community of learners each month.
We benefitted in different ways, but were all transformed through the PAR process.
I also believe it is important for teacher inquiry groups to have flexible structures,
ongoing timeframes, and opportunities to share research with other educators. The
flexible structure of PAR allowed our research to evolve organically out of our team
meetings and enabled each teacher to pursue research that made a difference in her
individual teaching context. Although our official data collection ended in June 2012, the
teachers communicated a need for ongoing connection. Despite the challenges scheduling

177
meetings amidst our busy lives, we felt sadness about disbanding our PAR team.
Finally, teacher inquiry groups need an action component or avenues for sharing their
work with other educators. This could take many forms: publishing research articles,
presenting at conferences and staff meetings, or making videos for YouTube. By sharing
research and experiences gained through teacher inquiry, teachers can impact the body of
knowledge and begin to redistribute the power within the education system.
HRE Implementation
The work of the teacher researchers provided examples of effective teaching
about, for, and through human rights. Based on our findings, I believe it is essential that
HRE is relevant to students’ lives, cultures, and communities. HRE without regard to
context risks reproducing structures of inequality and injustice. This study provided
numerous examples of integration of HRE and SJ across subject areas – from math in
Kate’s class, to Shawn’s music classes, Gabriela’s leadership courses, and Amy’s service
learning curriculum. By establishing trust within learning environments, engaging in
careful planning, and having the courage to discuss difficult issues with students, teachers
across disciplines can bring HRE to life.
Dynamic, relevant HRE also leaves room for student interests and needs to guide
the curriculum. If students become interested in an issue or event, they can investigate it
more deeply. If a specific need arises in a classroom or school, such as the bullying
incident at Centennial, students and teachers can address immediate effects and root
causes using an HRE framework. Hantzopoulos’s (2012) study reaffirmed the importance
of creating HRE programs to fit the individual needs of classrooms, schools, and
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communities. Static, one-size-fits-all approaches to HRE will not be as effective as
those that evolve organically.
Change Within Education
Creating space and time for teachers to engage in critical inquiry and
implementing relevant HRE on a broader scale requires the education system to evolve
and adapt. However, profound change in education is slow and arduous. As Ayers and
Ayers (2011) described, “We would be moving then, entering the deeply contested space
of school and social change, without guarantees, but with an expanded sense of hope,
confidence, and possibility” (p. 6). Around the country many teachers like the ones in this
study, in inquiry groups in Chicago and Philadelphia, and behind the closed doors of their
classroom are working towards educational and social change. These transformative
intellectuals show courage and dedication to their students. Perhaps HRE and its potential
for solidarity can help these educators and their students bring about change in education
and move the country towards the lofty, but not impossible, goal of educating all students
to be informed global citizens and defenders of human rights.
Future Research
The findings of this study were based on the PAR experience of four HRE
teachers working in non-traditional teaching positions and meeting as a team over the
course of eight months. The PAR team educators engaged in critical examination of their
work and took action to transform reality in their classrooms, schools, and programs. In
order to more fully understand the impact of PAR with educators and the outcomes of
HRE, I recommend additional research. First, it would be useful to replicate this study
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with teachers in more traditional classroom settings. How can relevant HRE fit within
the constraints of high school English classes or middle school Algebra? How could PAR
work within a department or staff at an individual school? Additional studies of HRE
teachers could inform educators and policy makers about the advantages and flexibility of
HRE within the curriculum.
A longer research period would also be beneficial. Within the constraints of our
nine-month study, Amy’s senior service learning class and Gabriela’s PAR project with
alumni mentors remained in the planning stages. With more time to observe the impact of
these changes in programming, additional results would have been available. O’DonnellAllen’s (2004) study on teacher inquiry was conducted over the course of three years.
During a longer time frame, it was possible to see continued growth and change for
teachers and their students.
Finally, further U.S. research in the field of HRE is necessary. Although our PAR
study highlighted the voices of teachers, student perspectives are also essential to
understanding how to make HRE relevant and engaging. Methodologies that put the
voices of youth at the center of HRE research would expand understanding of students’
beliefs about HRE. Additionally, more research is needed to see the benefits of HRE as a
stand-alone discipline versus HRE in partnership with other disciplines such as teaching
for social justice, peace education, and ethnic studies. What does HRE have to offer to
other teaching approaches? And how can the international focus of HRE be enriched by
what Ignatieff (2002) referred to as American campaigns for social justice?

180
Research using a variety of methodologies including PAR, participant and
direct observation, case studies, surveys, and interviews could provide more insight into
the prevalence of HRE, benefits and challenges of HRE programs, and the experiences of
HRE teachers and students. To gain more knowledge of how HRE is best used, it would
be beneficial to investigate programs across the curriculum. For example, research that
connects human rights with the arts, science, math, history, or literature could provide
data on the flexibility of HRE within a variety of subject areas.
Conclusion
To conclude, I return to the story of Terrence, Kate’s student who found
connection to learning through the case of murdered teen Trayvon Martin and made his
voice heard through a classroom blog. In October 2012, I spoke with Kate to follow up
on a few questions. She shared that Terrence remained in her class and was thriving. He
was interested and motivated in language arts and social studies, his literacy skills
continued to improve, and he sought positive social interactions in the classroom.
Unfortunately math was still a struggle, but that was the area Kate planned to focus on
next. Kate admitted she had been slow to resume the classroom blog at the start of the
new school year. Shortly before our conversation, Terrence asked her, “Why aren’t we
doing the blog anymore? Can we do it again?” (Kate, Personal Communication, October
27, 2012). She recommitted herself to getting the blog up and running.
Schools in the U.S. are filled with students like Terrence who desperately need
learning to connect with real problems they are facing in their lives and communities.
Critical, relevant HRE offers a learning environment where students are exposed to issues
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of power and injustice, given the tools and support to investigate topics they care
about, and presented with opportunities to take action. By addressing local issues through
the lens of HRE, solidarity is built among people engaged in similar struggles around the
world.
The human rights educators in this study strengthened their roles as
transformative intellectuals by immersing themselves in issues important to their students
and communities, committing to inquiry into their own practice, and coming together for
collective inquiry through our PAR team. Though our definitions and implementation of
HRE varied, each teacher worked to empower youth toward social change. Kincheloe
(2008) wrote, “With empowered teacher scholars prowling the schools, things begin to
change” (p. 18). I am honored to have worked with the inspiring teachers in this study
and have renewed hope that thanks to their hard work, and the work of countless other
critical educators, things will indeed begin to change.
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APPENDIX B: COLLEGE ACADEMY SENIOR COURSE DESCRIPTION
Senior Service Learning
2012-2013
Course Objectives:
The goal of the Senior Service Learning course is to give you the opportunity to engage
with an organization and an issue about which you’re passionate. This student-driven
course aims to couple collective inquiry with an independent internship to create positive
social change.
Course Description:
This is a 12-week course in which students continue to pursue independent service
learning internships in the larger community and engage in twice-weekly synthesis
seminars to bring together their three previous years of coursework in the department. In
these seminars, students will deepen their understanding of the social context of their
service internship. The purpose of the course is to serve as a stepping-stone for students
to become fully engaged citizens beyond the walls of College Academy. In the fourth
year of the Service Learning program, students will conduct an active inquiry using
principles from Participatory Action Research on a group-elected issue. Students are
assessed through their engagement in weekly reflections and participation in class
discussions and team teaching. The final assignment for this class consists of a letter of
recommendation from their site supervisor, a final resume and a final group actionoriented project.
Course Rubric:
Habits
•
Thorough, timely written work
•
Participates in class productively and respectfully
•
Applies research methodologies for critical inquiry of current social issue
•
Works effectively in collaborative groups
Service Work
•
Develops positive relationship with community partner
•
Designs action component informed by research
Self-Reflection
•
Openness to new opportunities, ideas and ways of thinking
•
Demonstrates self-awareness about identity and culture and a respect for
differences.
Content
•
Identifies complexities and interdependency of world events and issues
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•
Describes historical forces that have shaped systems of oppression and
privilege
•
Addresses narratives of struggle
Assessments:
Service Learning Contract- Due end of Week 2
Mid-Term Reflection- Due end of Interim week
Mid-Term Collaborative Check-in- During interim week
Team-Teaching on Group Topic- During Week 7-Week 9
Final Action Component- During Week 11-12
Final Reflection in PCR- Due Monday of Week 12
Resume- Due Monday of Week 12
Letter of Recommendation- Due Monday of Week 12

